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ABSTRACT 
 
The impact of educational change on conventional high schooling 
Kristin Kew 
Dissertation Chair: Andy Hargreaves 
 
Reform has been difficult at all levels of schooling but secondary schools 
have proved the most intractable to change (Sarason, 1990).  Some of the reasons 
include the persistence of long-standing conventions, the struggle between 
competing interests, the size and complexity of the organizations being changed, 
and ironically the negative impact of reforms that are designed to bring about 
change. 
Creating equity among the nation’s students requires rethinking and 
questioning long-term and ingrained identities.  This change is threatening to the 
status quo and pressures many to actively preserve and perpetuate cherished 
beliefs and practices. The objective to close the achievement gap and “provide all 
children with the kind of schooling once offered only to a small elite” (Meier, 
2002, p. 3) is thwarted by a number of factors, one of which is the factory-style 
structures and models of classic schooling (Cuban, 1984; Meier, 2002; Oakes & 
Lipton, 2002; Sarason, 1990; Tyack & Tobin, 1994).  This is particularly apparent 
in conventional high schools which have maintained their existing epistemologies 
for long periods of time, holding steadfast to the “traditional grammar of 
schooling” (Tyack & Tobin, 1994). 
 To understand why and how traditional secondary schools choose and 
maintain their values and structures, and how that illuminates educational change; 
this dissertation explores a detailed historical case study of how a non-traditional 
  
high school underwent a fundamental change by becoming a high school 
representative of the traditional grammar of schooling.  Research explored the 
technological, political, and cultural forces that influenced the change and what 
these forces tell us about educational change in general. 
Findings revealed that successful reforms were initiated at the grass-roots 
level by the principals but only within the parameters allowed by the school 
community.  External reforms from the district and state government were rarely 
sustained over time.  The changing economy, the politics, and culture of the island 
directly impacted change initiatives and contributed to the school’s drift towards 
an increasingly traditional grammar. 
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CHAPTER 1 
Introduction 
 
A life with tradition: The researcher in the study 
“Learning enables us to understand the journey and to understand 
ourselves as we engage in the journey.  Learning is what makes the 
journey a human journey, by producing interpretations about who we are 
and what the journey means” (Starratt, 1996, p. 33). 
 
My first teaching position was in a small Catholic High School in a quiet 
suburban town in Ohio.  The school was religiously affiliated and traditional in 
every other sense.  The focus was on math, English, science and history.  Classes 
were divided by grade level and subject area.  During the 50- minute class 
periods, the hallways contained dozens of closed doors.  Peering in the tiny 
windows of the classroom doors, one saw teachers lecturing in front of their 
passive students seated in perfect rows.  As a beginning French teacher, I was 
considered of low status in the hierarchy of the school.  I was given no supplies – 
no books, no videos, and no budget for decorations – only an unlimited budget for 
photocopies of which I took major advantage.  I taught five classes a day (four of 
which were different levels), single-handedly supervised a study hall with 75 
students, and oversaw two periods of lunch.   
After two years teaching in this school, it was clear that things were 
unlikely to change.  The core subject teachers, with their extensive budgets and 
extra planning time were the lasting veterans.  They chose the most desirable 
courses, students, and classrooms.  Implementing and sharing any of the exciting 
ideas I learned in college was difficult beyond the walls of my classroom.  The 
traditional structure with the balkanization of subject areas and teacher-centered 
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classrooms was so ingrained in the school culture that innovation was deemed 
unnecessary and even undesirable.  
I then accepted a teaching position in inner city Maryland, in a poverty-
stricken area a few miles from southeast Washington, D.C.  It was here that I 
realized the traditional structure that I found so stifling in my last position was 
actually welcoming in the new school culture I entered.  The leadership and 
teachers were motivated around student learning as opposed to maintaining 
hierarchy among veteran teachers of core subject areas.  There was still a focus on 
math, English, science and history, but it was for the purpose of providing a base 
of knowledge to support learning in other subjects.  Teachers in all subject areas 
met before and after school to create cross-departmental lesson plans.  At one 
point, every teacher in the school geared their lesson plan around World War II.  
In this school, the culture used the traditional structure to its benefit.  It provided 
an orderly environment where the students felt safe and felt comfort in knowing 
what was expected from them and the teachers.   
Despite the hopeful atmosphere of the school I worked in, being in the 
inner city helped me to understand the true inequities the students faced.  In 
comparison to the first school in which I taught, the teachers were more dedicated 
and energized, the supplies and materials were evenly distributed among 
disciplines, and change for the better was a constant motivation.  Yet the students 
were still struggling to get good grades.  There was a large percentage of dropouts 
and a small percentage of college-bound students.  It seemed that the school used 
its traditional structure in a positive way – to encourage a safe and orderly 
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environment – not to perpetuate inequities.  Still, it needed to do better.  I began 
to consider the possibility that despite the dedication of the educators, the 
traditional structure of the school perpetuated the inequities of the overall social 
structure.   
I began to question my perception of “real school” (Metz, 1990) and the 
possibility that despite the overwhelming dedication of the educators, the 
structure of the school encouraged societal inequities.  Admittedly, the students 
attending the inner city school did not always have the cultural or social capital of 
their wealthier suburban counterparts.  So, why were suburban and urban schools 
structured in the same way?  Perhaps what appeared to be the most efficient and 
effective way of “doing business” was not appropriate in either case. 
I next moved to the educational hub of Boston to work at an educational 
management company with a mission to offer better school choice through charter 
schools.  The idea was to break free of the stifling structure and red tape in failing 
inner city public schools and to provide high quality and innovative practices that 
deviated from the “traditional grammar of schooling” (Tyack & Tobin, 1994).  I 
was intrigued with the idea of neighborhood schools where the local community 
could create a place that encompasses their culture and values.  I saw some 
success in schools that didn’t follow the traditional blueprint during my time in 
educational management, and was motivated to learn how to apply some of this 
excitement and community ownership, not only in small pockets of change, but 
on a larger scale.  In particular, I wondered if structural change was sustainable or 
even desirable in schools that had a long history of following a traditional 
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grammar of schooling.  What were the reasons for traditional high schools to 
adopt and maintain their structures and values?  
Introduction 
This dissertation examines how a non-traditional secondary school 
adopted and maintained a traditional identity over time.  It determines the forces 
that influenced the change, the path it took in creating its altered identity, and the 
stance of the school and community members throughout the process of change.      
Historically, Americans have relied on the public school system to protect 
and institutionalize the democratic values of their states and local communities.  
The cornerstone of democracy in the United States is linked to education in 
schools “where we learn about the possible meanings of patriotism,” and “what it 
means to own one’s community and have a stake in its reputation” (Meier, 2002, 
p. 177).   
A national push to cherish and teach all students in the classroom 
regardless of class or social standing commenced as early as 1779.  In his “Bill for 
the More General Diffusion of Knowledge” (Spring, 2004, p. 10); Thomas 
Jefferson advocated that all non-slave children receive at least three years of free 
schooling through public funding.  Years later, in the 1830s, Horace Mann 
asserted that education was a natural right for every child and promoted taxation 
for public education.  This movement to educate all children was motivated by the 
premise that through education, students could be identified as future democratic 
leaders and become productive citizens. If all children were educated in a similar 
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fashion with a focus on civic responsibility, they would have a common pride and 
understanding of one another and contribute to their country in beneficial ways.  
Instilling a sense of civic responsibility in all children was the agenda for 
advocates of the common school reform movement (Spring, 2004, p. 10). This 
required a relatively equitable educational system because all children needed to 
learn the same basic skills, principles, and moral values.  The promotion of 
equitable schooling faced obstacles from the beginning.  Those in power wanted 
to maintain that power.  A truly equitable system would create a meritocracy that 
threatened those with unearned benefits.  On the other hand, common schooling 
kept poor children off the streets and lessened crime and this was of utmost 
importance to the wealthy and powerful.  The paradox of common schooling was 
that it created a system that both empowered and controlled at the same time.  It 
offered opportunity and success while it trained children to think and act within 
certain guidelines, encouraging a sense of common patriotism and responsibility.   
American schools have revealed a continuous imbalance of power that has 
proved sluggish to rectify since the formation of public schooling. Educational 
elites decided the direction of the educational future and often choices were made 
to perpetuate existing power relationships (Eliot et al., 1893; Sarason, 1990; 
Spring, 2004; Tyack & Cuban, 1995).  These elites received support from 
industry such as urban mechanics and industrial workers under the premise of the 
common school movement and the desire to create schools that could support the 
masses.  From the conception of common schooling to present times, the nation 
has struggled to create a truly equitable system.  Its failures are revealed by the 
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achievement gap among students, unequal school facilities, and unqualified 
teachers and staff in many low socio-economic areas.  A large-scale solution to 
the problems in schools remains to be found. 
Change in American schools is difficult due to the complex and often 
contradictory nature of reforms.  Schools are expected to provide moral salvation 
to the country through equity and equal opportunity of all students as described by 
Horace Mann.  But they are also expected to deliver globally competitive schools 
as demonstrated by the panic and political fervor following the publication of A 
Nation at Risk (National Commission on Excellence in Education, 1983).  The 
goals of developing a moral and social economy do not always align with the 
ambitions of developing a strong national economy.  This moral and economic 
interplay is further deepened in complexity when existing power structures are 
challenged or threatened.  Maintaining traditional structures in schools is 
appealing and beneficial to those in power, particularly white middle class 
families who have the resources to compete within the existing system (Metz, 
1986,1990; Stoll, Fink & Earl, 2003). 
Schools are placed in a precarious position when the purposes, or 
motivation for a reform, and the processes, or method of a reform, do not 
coincide.  Tyack and Cuban (1995) describe this interplay between moral and 
economic perspective as “tinkering toward utopia.”  When “Utopia,” the moral 
and visionary purposes of education, and “tinkering,” the political processes of 
education are at odds, reform is less likely to succeed.   
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In addition to the impact of moral and economic concerns on educational 
change, when a reform agenda is large scale and involves different schools, 
cultures, and individuals, the implementation may lead to distinctly disparate 
outcomes among sites (Datnow, Hubbard, & Mehan, 2002) as educators interpret 
reform through lenses based on their existing norms and cultural values (Metz, 
1986; Wrigley, 1982). 
Schools are expected to fix and teach everything.  Tyack and Cuban 
explain that when a problem arises within society, a course is created to repair the 
problem.  In American society there are classes for seemingly every ailment – 
from controlling alcoholism to teen pregnancy (Tyack & Cuban, 1995).  
According to the authors, a major drawback is that schools are blamed for many 
problems that are out of their power and the American desire for rapid 
improvement does not allow the time and patience for schools to fulfill long-term 
goals.  For example, the recent No Child Left Behind Act (U.S. Department of 
Education, 2001) requires struggling schools to demonstrate “adequate yearly 
progress” or suffer sanctions and possible state takeover.  The purpose of the No 
Child Left Behind Act is to close the achievement gap in low performing schools 
and raise achievement in all schools.  Creating equity is a vital moral endeavor.  
However, the process of the reform is unfair to those not equipped to show fast 
results.  
Traditional high schools 
Educational change and reform have been difficult at all levels of 
schooling but secondary schools have proved the most intractable (Sarason, 
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1990).  There are many reasons for this obstinacy in the face of change.  These 
include the persistence of long-standing conventions, the exercise of private and 
professional vested interests, the sheer size and complexity of the organizations 
being changed and, ironically, the negative impact of reform movements over 
time that were designed to bring about change. 
Creating equity among the nation’s schools requires rethinking and 
questioning long term and ingrained valued traditional identities.  This change is 
threatening to the existing status quo and pressures many to actively preserve and 
perpetuate cherished beliefs and practices. The objective to close the achievement 
gap and “provide all children with the kind of schooling once offered only to a 
small elite” (Meier, 2002, p. 3) is thwarted by a number of factors, one of which is 
the factory-style structures and models of classic schooling (Cuban, 1984; Meier, 
2002; Oakes & Lipton, 2002; Sarason, 1990; Tyack & Tobin, 1994).   
This is particularly apparent in conventional high schools, which have 
maintained their existing epistemologies for long periods of time, holding 
steadfast to the comfort of what Tyack and Tobin refer to as the “traditional 
grammar of schooling” (Tyack & Tobin, 1994).  The authors describe the 
grammar of schooling as the perception of what a conventional school should 
look like, or what it is “supposed to be” (Tyack & Tobin, 1994).  “Over long 
periods of time schools have remained basically similar in their core operation, so 
much so that these regularities have imprinted themselves on students, educators, 
and the public as the essential features of ‘real school’” (Tyack & Tobin, 1994, p. 
7).  According to Tyack and Cuban, these institutional images of normality are 
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not necessarily what are most efficient or effective but they remain largely 
responsible for the persistent intractability to change in conventional high schools.  
The structural template of “the grammar of schooling include such familiar 
practices as the age-grading of students, the division of knowledge into separate 
subjects, and the self-contained classroom with one teacher” (Tyack & Cuban, 
1995, p. 9).  
Teachers monitor and control students, assign tasks to them, and ensure 
that they accomplish them (Cuban, 1984).  Students reposition themselves every 
50-55 minutes from one teacher and textbook centered classroom to the next to 
passively learn (Cuban, 1984).  In the conventional high school, core subjects -- 
math, science and English -- are valued over less traditional subjects, such as art, 
foreign languages and music.  Furthermore, the structural balkanization of these 
subject areas discourages vital conversation and interdisciplinary work 
(Hargreaves, 2001), obstructing change efforts that exist outside the accepted 
grammar.  Working against these structures makes the endeavor of change 
difficult (Louis & Miles, 1990; Meier, 2002; Sarason, 1971, 1990).  For more than 
a century, the structure of American high schools has stayed relatively the same.  
Over time this structure has become further embedded and entrenched in the 
educational system, making innovation and reform outside of the traditional 
grammar problematic. 
The metaphor of the traditional grammar of schooling brings many factors 
together.  Structures are as ingrained as the grammar of peoples’ language and 
just as ingrained as a focus of change.  Grammars express and embody vested 
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interests about proper and improper language.  All encompassing grammars, such 
as those of language, are seen as too formidable to change in their entirety.  
Reform movements to change grammars of language, like those to change the 
grammar of schooling, are often perceived as attacks on the very nature of 
language or the very nature of schooling.   
Focus of the study 
 To understand why and how traditional secondary schools choose and 
maintain their values and structures, and how that illuminates educational change, 
it is helpful to take a detailed look at the evolution and maintenance of tradition in 
a conventional high school.  Using the interrelationship of three perspectives on 
school reform -- technological, cultural, and political (House & McQuillan, 1998) 
-- as an interpretive framework, I conducted a detailed historical case study of 
how a non-traditional high school underwent a fundamental change by becoming 
a traditional high school representative of the traditional grammar of schooling.   
A secondary framework used was a recent research study called Change 
over Time (Hargreaves & Goodson, 2003).  This long-term study was one of the 
few that considered the three perspectives of reform as described by House and 
McQuillan.  Five change forces were identified in this study:  waves of reform, 
leadership succession, teacher demographics, student demographics, and school 
interrelations.  Both frameworks were used throughout the research process from 
drafting interview questions to analyzing data.   
Through an analysis of census data, extensive interviews, and archival 
research, I will present a detailed history of the location and the changes over time 
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that the school and surrounding community underwent, leading it from its original 
vocational and technical focus to an increasingly more traditional grammar.  
Research questions 
 This mixed methods study delved into whether and how a non-traditional 
school adopted a traditional identity.  “Traditional” was defined in the literature 
review as the long-term maintenance of the structures, beliefs, and power 
dynamics of the grammar of schooling (Tyack & Tobin, 1994).  A mixed-methods 
single case study approach allowed me to obtain rich detail from various members 
of the school community (Patton, 1990), and provided a comprehensive and 
historical narrative of whether and how the school changed from non-traditional 
to traditional.    
To understand how a non-traditional secondary school evolved into a 
traditional school over time, three questions guided this study: 
1. What were the technological, political, and cultural factors that influenced 
a non-traditional school to adopt and maintain a traditional identity? 
2. What path did a secondary school follow in creating and maintaining its 
traditional identity? 
a. Did educators and community members actively pursue a 
traditional identity for the school, or did it gradually evolve by 
default and assumption? 
b. Were the reactions of the educators and community members 
reactive or proactive? 
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3. What does understanding the factors involved in a school’s evolution from 
a non-traditional to a traditional structure tell us about educational change 
in general? 
Significance of the study 
  
There is a preponderance of research on why schools are intractable to 
change (Angus & Mirel, 1999; Cuban, 1984; Evans, 1996; Katz, 1971; Sarason, 
1971; Tyack & Tobin, 1994) though there is a dearth of studies on the reasons 
why schools choose traditional grammars.  Most research on educational change 
focuses on relatively short-term snapshots of change.  There is literature available 
on the influence of changing student demographics in the classroom (Igoa, 1995; 
Louis & Miles, 1990; McLeod, 1996), the positive and negative involvement of 
current state and federal reform policies (Bailey, 2000; Gitlin & Margonis, 1995; 
McNeil, 2000; Meier, 2002), the short and long-term effects of teacher and 
leadership turnover (Fink, 2000b; Hargreaves, 2003; Sarason, 1990) as well as the 
implications of the opening of new pilot and charter schools on neighboring 
schools (Hargreaves & Fink, 2003, 2006). A few classic studies that have 
considered the constraints of educational change in relation to the wider system 
and structures (Brouillette, 1996; Goodson & Anstead, 1998; Nespor, 1997; Smith 
et al., 1988).  With the exception of a handful of studies, including Hargreaves 
and Goodson’s (1998-2003) Change over Time study, lacking in these studies is 
the combined or interrelated effects that these change forces have on schools over 
long periods of time.  
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While historical research describes national institutional trends that favor 
the traditional grammar of schooling over time (Katz, 1971; Tyack & Tobin, 
1994), it rarely examines how these trends play out at the local and school levels.  
It is also unknown how and whether specific reforms coinciding with the 
traditional grammar of schooling are more easily inculcated and sustainable over 
time than reforms that are not.   This is extremely important as every school has 
its own contextually embedded culture and practices, and the success or failure of 
reforms depends on understanding how the overall structure, culture, and 
practices influence change efforts. 
Research design 
Understanding the complex political, technological, and cultural reasons 
for high schools to choose and maintain traditional structures and values required 
the detailed analysis provided by a mixed methods approach.  House and 
McQuillan’s (1998) “Three Perspectives on School Reform” was used as a 
theoretical framework to ensure that my research covered all viewpoints of 
change and reform in the community.  A Spencer Foundation funded project 
called Change over Time (Hargreaves & Goodson, 2003) provided a second 
framework.  This project was conducted in urban schools and identified five main 
change forces: “waves of policy reform, changes in leadership and leadership 
succession, changing teacher demographics and their impact on teachers’ 
generational missions, shifting student and community demographics, and 
changing patterns of relations among schools” (case study documents, literature 
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review, p. 17).  These five forces provided a beginning structure for this study for 
creating interview questions, coding data, and analyzing findings. 
  I chose to first study archives, census data, newspaper articles, and any 
relevant articles and books for a history of the community.  Then I conducted 
iterative interviews with members of the school and surrounding community, 
using a purposive design to locate participants and understand how the historical 
developments and changing demographics of the community affected the choice 
and maintenance of traditional schooling.   
In my research I identified the factors, processes, and actors involved in 
the long-term change towards traditional schooling and compared and contrasted 
them with those of the Change over Time (Hargeaves & Goodson, 2003) study.  I 
then determined whether the change from a vocational and technical focus to a 
traditional focus unfolded suddenly or gradually over time.  I also looked at 
whether the community took a proactive or reactive stance towards the changing 
grammar, specifically whether traditional schooling was actively pursued, 
obtained through acceptance or default, or perhaps outwardly challenged.  A 
snowball design was used to choose participants as I was interested in 
interviewing not only members of the school community who were currently 
involved with the high school, but also those who were involved many years past.  
I then determined to what degree the changes that took place over time were 
influenced politically, culturally, and technologically. 
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Limitations of the study 
 Miles and Huberman mention that “people are meaning finders, even in 
the most genuinely chaotic data sets” (Miles, 1994, p. 246).  Researchers are 
human and have prior assumptions before analyzing data.  Meaning finding can 
be particularly problematic if the researcher is set on looking for something in 
particular.  I kept a reflective journal where I consistently questioned my 
techniques, motives and findings to avoid overweighting facts or confirm 
instances far more easily than disconfirm instances (Miles, 1994). 
 Caring for and building trust with the participants in this study was 
paramount to not only conducting ethical and moral research but to maintaining 
integrity in the research.  Participants gave a good deal of time and energy to 
research studies with little in return.  Sharing analysis assisted me in triangulating 
data and findings, and more importantly, ensured a degree of appreciation and 
respect for participants.  In addition, it was possible that outliers or items that I 
found insignificant were integral to the study.  Sharing findings helped in these 
situations in that the participants were able to reflect on these missing aspects.  I 
received substantial feedback from a number of interview participants.  Others 
simply responded that they enjoyed reading about the school and thanked me for 
sharing my work. 
 Another limitation to this study was the sample size.  In qualitative 
research it is difficult to generalize findings to the greater population.  
Commonalities and trends may be found through quantitative data collection, 
which offered an overall insight into the challenges the participants and their 
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schools had in maintaining or changing their conventional values.  I used a 
purposive sample followed by a snowball design to locate additional participants; 
therefore, the sample was not randomized.  As in all contexual research, this study 
intended to provide beginning points from which further research could be drawn, 
and therefore offered information rich detail that would not be obtained through 
the use of a randomized sample. 
As schools work in specific social contexts, findings in this study are not 
applicable in their entirety to other settings. Indeed, the reader may find 
similarities and differences based on the particular context in which they are 
working, and apply the pertinent findings accordingly.  Comparing the findings of 
this study with those of Change over Time created an additional case school and 
further illuminated which change forces were common across cases and which 
were less common.  Because making accurate inferences in contextual research is 
tenuous, further research studies are still needed to determine whether there is a 
more universal interrelationship among and between the five change forces used 
in this study.  When applying this interrelationship to other settings, the extent to 
which they affected the change of a high school from non-traditional to traditional 
should be discussed further. 
Findings are not generalizable in their entirety to a population but to 
theoretical propositions (Yin, 1984), providing data for beginning points for 
which future research may be rendered. As in all case study approaches, the 
reader may extrapolate contextually relevant elements of the study.   
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The organization of the remaining chapters is as follows.  Chapter 2 will 
focus on a review of the related literature in the field, including a historical 
definition of “traditional” high schools in the United States, general educational 
change literature and literature on change in secondary schools in particular.  
Chapter 3 will describe the Change over Time study (Hargreaves & Goodson, 
2003) that was used as a pilot study and framework for this research.  Chapter 4 
describes the methodology used, including the design, research questions, and the 
rationale for the main study.  Chapter 5 includes both qualitative and quantitative 
findings for the school and community. Chapter 6 presents the analysis of 
findings and implications of the study for the field of educational change and for 
further research.   
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CHAPTER 2 
The Literature Review 
 
Introduction 
The review of the related literature for this study, as presented in Chapter 
Two, focuses on three distinct areas:  the historical definition of a “traditional” 
public school in the United States, relevant educational change literature, and 
secondary school change in particular.  
Historical definition of “traditional” high schools in the United States 
Michael Katz in his landmark study, Class, Bureaucracy and Schools 
argues that by about 1880 the American school, “had acquired its fundamental 
structure and characteristics and that they have not altered since” (Katz, 1971, p. 
xix).  This consistency and regularity in the traits and structure of schools have 
over time “imprinted themselves on students, educators, and the public as the 
essential features of ‘real school’” (Tyack & Cuban, 1995, p. 7).  According to 
Tyack and Cuban, the reasons for high schools’ intractability to change are often 
oversimplified.  Apathy, ignorance, and inaction are blamed for slow 
responsiveness to reforms, but often educators and communities have their 
compelling reasons for maintaining the status quo.  Aptly put, “If reformers have 
had their plans for schools, people in schools and local communities have had 
their own ways of dealing with reforms” (Tyack & Cuban, 1995, p. 7). 
The cultural template of “real school” was set as the primary pattern of 
schooling during the early years of public schooling in the United States.  Tyack 
and Cuban call this template the “traditional grammar of schooling.”  The 
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grammar of schooling is what teachers learned when they were students and what 
they replicate as educators.  Changes that survive long-term are ones that either 
coincide with existing structures or may be considered ‘structural add-ons’ that 
are non-threatening to the overall ways of conducting business.  Metz (1989), 
finding the similarity among American high schools striking and problematic, 
described what she and her colleagues found when entering a set of 8 midwestern 
metropolitan schools.   
“There was little variation in school schedule and all schools had long 
hallways with nearly identical classrooms lined up along them.  Class size 
and teachers’ normal assignment to meet five groups of students for 
instruction five times a week varied little.  The scope and sequence of 
curriculum differed only in detail from school to school though a number 
of sections available in subjects like advanced foreign language or 
vocational education varied significantly.  Students were expected to 
attend all their classes promptly every day.  There were extracurricular 
activities after school, or occasionally during the last hour of the day” (p. 
76). 
 
These similarities create the template “real school.” Understanding the creation 
and history of this template sheds light on why reformers tend to pay little 
attention to the many contextual differences among schools and instead look at 
similarities; explaining why attempts to alter or change the existing grammar fall 
short.  
Katz (1987) describes the different philosophies of public schooling that 
were in competition throughout the first half of the nineteenth century and how 
the debate between them evolved to favor the current bureaucratic system.  
Although there was overlap among philosophies regarding the scale (size), 
control, professionalism, and finance of schools (Katz, 1971); Katz divides them 
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into four main organizational models: (1) paternalistic voluntarism, (2) 
democratic localism, (3) corporate voluntarism, and (4) incipient bureaucracy.  
The debate among these organizational models was significant as their structure 
was reflective of their implicit social values (Katz, 1971). 
Paternalistic voluntarism was a Lancasterian school system where the elite 
upper class educated the poor in an attempt to socialize working class children 
into law-abiding, productive citizens.  Voluntarism was found mainly in major 
cities and education and was only offered to the very poor, not to the general 
public.  The downfalls of this type of model were that it handed the public 
function of education to a private corporation; was not ‘voluntary’ as its named 
implied - in fact, it took “exclusive control” of children without any participation 
from parents; and was culturally biased as it imposed uniformity upon a diverse 
group of students (Katz, 1987).   
Of the four theories of governance, democratic localism posed the greatest 
threat to the traditional grammar of schooling and to incipient bureaucracy.  Most 
common in rural areas, democratic localist schools were small and run at the 
district level with little attention paid to the state and/or federal levels.  According 
to proponent Orestes Brownson, each school should be “under the control of a 
community composed merely of the number of families having children in it” 
(Katz, 1987).  Local control was paramount to efficiency, effectiveness and even 
rationality.  For instance, localists were often highly suspect of professionalism 
such as trained teachers.  They were concerned that the state would enforce social 
change and that individuality and growth cultivated within the walls of the 
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community would be lost.  The shortcoming to democratic localism was that the 
majority ruled and the minority was potentially left unprotected.  In a small, rural, 
homogeneous school this was not a major problem.  But democratic localism 
could not be replicated effectively in a city with a diverse population. 
The third organizational structure was corporate voluntarism.  This was a 
private school model that was appealing for some time but revealed as 
inappropriate due to the emerging definition of “public” schooling.  Public 
schools were required to have equality among students, regardless of social class 
or standing.  They were also tuition free, and run by the public (not by special 
interest groups).  As with paternalistic voluntarism, this structure was supported 
chiefly by private leaders, which left democratic localism and incipient 
bureaucracy as the final governing options.   
According to Tyack and Cuban, the grammar of schooling is characterized 
by several key factors.  First, traditional high schools are public, tuition free and 
for all students.  They are district based and controlled by the local or state 
governments.  Students are divided into self-contained classrooms within four 
separate grades (i.e., first-year, sophomore, junior, senior.)  There is a focus on 
core subject areas, generally math, English, science and history with a set amount 
of time dedicated to each.  Teachers belong to specified departments.  Classrooms 
are teacher-centered.  A final feature of the traditional grammar of school is that 
grades are given for each class and Carnegie Units reward students upon each 
course completion. A Carnegie Unit, as defined by Henry Pritchett, founder of the 
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Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching, contains five periods 
weekly over an academic year (Tyack & Cuban, 1995).    
Over time cultural beliefs, societal needs, and legal mandates shaped the 
traditional grammar of schooling into a powerful means of educating the masses, 
containing the predictability and comfort of what was perceived as “real school.”  
The history of American schools has demonstrated a push-pull between tradition 
and innovation.  This pendulum swing between traditional structures and values 
and progressive approaches and ideals tended to favor traditional structures in the 
long-term.  Outliers and pockets of innovative schools survived, but in large part, 
the secondary structure held on to its traditional defining features for over 150 
years.  It was tuition free, district based, with four grades and a focus on key 
subject areas (Cuban, 1984).   
To gain a more thorough understanding of traditional high schooling in the 
United States and the reasons for the long-term dominance of the traditional 
grammar of schooling, it is helpful to first consider its history, beginning with its 
origins in the 1890s with the influence of higher education.  Secondly, with a 
historical underpinning in place, the three perspectives in creating educational 
change and reform will be explored – political, cultural, and technological.  “An 
adequate understanding of school reform necessarily involves all three 
perspectives, though many reformers emphasize only one, a partial knowledge 
which often results in reform failure because of neglect of the other powerful 
factors” (House & McQuillan, 1998, p. 198).  This is a useful framework for 
organizing the extensive educational change literature and provides a more 
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thorough and comprehensive definition of the grammar of schooling from all 
three perspectives.   
The origins of traditional secondary schools 
Prior to the late 1800s, schools were small and highly localized and 
provided education predominantly to elite white males.  It was not until the late 
1800s that the structure of American high schooling as we know it today began to 
take form, and it has not changed considerably since.  Characterizations of 
contemporary secondary schooling generally begin with mandated public 
schooling for all white males, as it was not really until the 1930s that women and 
minorities became involved (Katz, 1987).   
In the 1850s, the small schoolroom was gradually supplemented by the 
public high school.  Public high schools were initially built in urban areas to 
strengthen democracy, advance prosperity, and control the masses (Katz, 1971).  
They needed to accommodate the large numbers of students who could no longer 
be contained in small schoolhouses.  Children were often unattended and 
misbehaving in the rapidly growing cities.  Public schools were seen as an answer 
to this growing problem (Mintz, 2004; Thelin, 2004).  This switch to a larger, 
more bureaucratic form of schooling spread into the rural areas of the country 
towards the latter part of the century.  There was a wide range of socio-economic 
levels among students in the public schools and students were generally placed in 
one of two tracks.  Students of wealth, generally Caucasian boys, received a 
collegiate, classical track of education that prepared them for college.  Students of 
lower socio-economic levels followed an English (British Language Arts) 
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curriculum that trained them for vocations such as business and mechanics 
(Angus & Mirel, 1999).    
In addition to different curriculum tracks, the structures of individual 
schools were diverse and decided upon by local school boards and citizens. There 
were no universal standards to follow.  Colleges did not have a huge influence at 
this time on high schools, although some of the latter may have geared 
coursework towards fulfilling college requirements (Angus & Mirel, 1999).  
Towards the end of the century, educational elites, wanting directly to influence 
educational policy and practice, launched a massive study and consequent 
document detailing guidelines to create a “general uniformity in school 
programmes and in requirements for admission to college” (Eliot et al., 1893, p. 
1930; Reese, 2005).  
This significant document called The Report of the Committee of Ten on 
Secondary School Studies was the first notable attempt at control over local lay 
boards of education through the “professionalization of curricular planning” 
(Angus & Mirel, 1999, p. 9).  Andrew Carnegie, the inventor of the Carnegie 
Unit, funded the research conducted by the Committee of Ten.  It set the 
scaffolding for the powerful influence of today’s contemporary colleges on 
secondary schools.  In 1892, an elite Committee of Ten was chosen and appointed 
by 60 members of the National Educational Association (NEA).  Principal Oscar 
D. Robinson was the only member from a high school, albeit a wealthy, elite high 
school in Albany, NY.  The rest were a mixed contingency of educational leaders 
including Charles W. Eliot, the President of Harvard University; William T. 
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Harris, Commissioner of Education; James B. Angell, President of the University 
of Michigan; John Tetlow, Head Master of the Girls’ High School and the Girls’ 
Latin School; James M. Taylor, President of Vassar College; James H. Baker, 
President of the University of Colorado and Chair of the NEA; Richard H. Jesse, 
President of the University of Missouri; James C. MacKenzie, Head Master of the 
Lawrenceville School; and Henry C. King, Professor in Oberlin College.   
The Committee of Ten set up 10 task forces that they named “committees” 
(Eliot et al., 1893, p. 1932) to give counsel on nine chosen subject areas 
including: “(1) Latin; (2) Greek; (3) English; (4) other modern languages; (5) 
mathematics; (6) physics, astronomy and chemistry; (7) natural history (biology, 
including botany, zoology and physiology); (8) history, civil government, and 
political economy; (9) geography (physical geography, geology, and 
meteorology)” (Eliot et al., 1893, p. 1932).  In addition to researching basic 
questions such as which subjects should be offered and how much time should be 
allotted to them, the Committee asked more considerable questions.   
One issue concerned whether school subjects should “be treated 
differently for pupils who are going to college, for those who are going to 
scientific school, and for those who, presumably, are going to neither” (Eliot et 
al., 1893, p. 1933).  Another concerned the best practices in methods of teaching 
and testing.  It was decided unanimously that all students, regardless of career 
path, should be taught the same curriculum in the same manner.  This was in 
direct contradiction to past practices in Europe that treated college bound and 
vocational track students in very different ways.  The Committee stated that 
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“every subject which is taught at all in a secondary school should be taught in the 
same way and to the same extent to every pupil so long as he pursues it, no matter 
what the probable destination of the pupil may be, or at what point his education 
is to cease” (Eliot et al., 1893, p. 1935).  
Although the Committee stated in their report that individual schools 
would have some freedom in their curriculum, there was little space left for them 
to do so.  A required focus on “the main lines” (Eliot et al., 1893, p. 1938), (i.e., 
language, science, history, and mathematics) with equal instruction time given to 
each of these subjects alongside a standard number of 20 weekly periods with “at 
least five of the twenty periods…given to unprepared work…” (Eliot et al., 1893, 
p. 1940), would make it difficult for schools to find time for courses deemed less 
valuable by the committee.  Students could substitute some courses for others, but 
these options were generally contained within the major subject areas (i.e., 
bookkeeping for arithmetic.)  
The Committee recognized that not all schools were immediately capable 
of achieving their proposed model and suggested that schools use the report as a 
guide to consider “a standard towards which secondary schools should tend; and 
not a standard to which they can at once conform” (Eliot et al., 1893, p. 1937).  
This “standard” was their prerequisite for gaining access to college.  Although 
only a small percentage of students went to college at this time (as was readily 
acknowledged by the Committee,) the Committee believed that all students 
should complete the requirements for college in case they decided to attend, even 
if this decision was not made until late in their high school career.  The British 
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public school movement of the 1830s influenced the concept of state supported 
and state-supervised schooling (Goodson, 1988).  “By the twentieth century [in 
England] the batch production rhetoric of the ‘classroom system’ (for example, 
lessons, subjects, timetables, grading, standardization, streaming) had become so 
pervasive that it successfully achieved a normative status…The sequential 
curriculum, primarily organized in subjects has been, since the emergence of the 
classroom system, a vital prop in substantiating this dominant version of 
schooling” (Goodson, 1988, p. 8). 
In many ways, the Report of the Committee of Ten resembles the climate 
of standardization our schools face today.  Historians Angus and Mirel refer to 
this document as “the first and only ‘back to basics’ movement led by 
professional educators” (Angus & Mirel, 1999, p. 10) as there was a clear focus 
on core subjects including math, science, English and history.  Indeed, the courses 
deemed most valuable in this document are the same as today, with the exceptions 
of Greek and Latin.  In addition, the Committee of Ten set a standard for high 
schools to strive for, understanding that it may not be reached immediately but 
should be attained over time.  This is similar to the current system of “Adequate 
Yearly Progress” (AYP) of the No Child Left Behind Act where schools must 
make yearly gains in basic subject testing or face severe consequences.  The 
difference between the two was the amount of time given for reform.  The 
Committee of Ten did not have a way to enforce their standard so their reform 
could be seen as highly flexible in comparison.   
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In today’s schools, students compete for access to prestigious colleges and 
universities.  Gaining access to these institutions requires strength in coursework 
and testing in key subjects.  Although huge strides have been made towards 
creating equity in the areas of social class, gender, race, and religion since the late 
1890s, many urban American schools are still drastically inadequate and students 
lack the social and economic capital needed to compete with their wealthier 
counterparts (Fink, 2000b; Metz, 1986; Stoll, Fink & Earl, 2003).  It is with huge 
and often ineffective effort that children in schools with outdated books and 
untrained teachers compete with children who are taking advanced placement 
courses in high school and have already received college course credits (Fink, 
2000b).   
The pendulum 
Both the Report of the Committee of Ten and educators in American 
schools today advance the premise that all students should be afforded an equal 
opportunity to a quality education.  In the late 1800s, the motivation to provide 
free public education for all students came from surprisingly different groups.  On 
the one hand, socialist and liberal reformers wanted to decrease social inequities 
and improve living conditions for the urban poor.  On the other hand, promoters 
of scientific management and business efficiency wanted to maintain order in the 
cities and train children to be useful and obliging citizens (Katz, 1987).  
Regardless of the motivation, the various groups reached the same conclusion - all 
students would be required to attend public schools.  Furthermore, the reformers’ 
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desire to help the poor and improve society led them to join the School Health 
Movement towards the beginning of the twentieth century.   
Although the School Health Movement did not alter the overall structure 
of schooling, it did add to the purpose and responsibilities of the schools.  It was 
clear that children could not learn if their basic needs were not met.  Food, good 
health and hygiene were vital to learning.  Despite this knowledge, the decision 
for schools to take on this massive responsibility was not taken lightly.  
According to Reese, the debate between reformers was many-sided, “At every 
turn, the possibility of feeding starving or poorly nourished children at public 
expense raised a host of competing ideas: parental versus school responsibilities, 
socialist versus capitalist perspectives on the social order, and the rights of the 
child and the state” (Reese, 2002, p. 189). 
The debate as to the extent of responsibility of public schools has 
continued throughout the history of schooling in the United States.  The School 
Health Movement raised the issue of health care that led to an extended debate 
over mandatory vaccinations.  During this time, schools also added the 
responsibility of providing vocational counseling for students.  Contemporary 
public schools have taken on all of the responsibilities and more of the past.  They 
are expected to teach an array of competitive courses from basic subject areas to 
languages, drama, art, music, and computer; provide health and safety courses; 
keep children physically and mentally competitive; create law-abiding and 
democratic citizens; and compete successfully with all of the nations of the globe. 
  30 
In 1918, 25 years after the Committee of Ten set standards for college 
admission, the NEA wrote The Cardinal Principles of Secondary Education, to 
reflect the increasing democratic involvement of the country and accommodate 
the massive population growth in public schools.  This document was in large part 
meant as a rebuttal to the Report of the Committee of Ten.  Indeed, its principles 
did not even mention the academic disciplines and mental development of 
schooling that was so evident in Eliot’s document, but instead focused on 
teaching citizenry, patriotism, behavior, and morality.  The Cardinal Principles 
included:  health, command of fundamental processes, worthy home membership, 
vocation, citizenship, worthy use of leisure, and ethical character (Raubinger, 
Sumption, & Kamm, 1974).  Writing, reading, oral and written expression, and 
math were lumped under the second principle of ‘command of fundamental 
processes’ and it was decided that they should be taught using newer material 
instead of using old traditions (i.e., English curriculum.) 
As in present times, many leaders viewed socialization as way to control 
the masses (Spring, 2004).  The Cardinal Principles, in direct contrast to the 
Report of the Committee of Ten, saw teaching higher-level learning and preparing 
all children for college as unnecessary.  According to the proponents of the 
Cardinal Principles, the scholarly curriculum of the Committee of Ten led 
students away from the vocations and professions for which they should be 
tailored.  Proponents referred to middle and lower class children as common 
children, and asserted that the Report of the Committee of Ten forced impossibly 
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intellectual ambitions on their empty heads and fed them false ideologies 
(Raubinger et al., 1974).   
The authors of the Cardinal Principles felt that they were being more 
reflective of the changing society and allowed educators to adapt to the needs of 
individual students through differentiated learning.  In addition, they were 
confronting the elitist value system portrayed by Eliot and the academics working 
with him.  The NEA supported their claims with research by leading thinkers such 
as John Dewey that followed a curriculum of education for life.   
Dewey and his supporters viewed schools as agents for society to ensure 
the ideal of democracy (Dewey, 1932).  To Eliot’s opponents, such as G. Stanley 
Hall, it was necessary to teach the social significance and utilitarianism of a 
lesson in a spontaneous and open-ended manner based on the interests and needs 
of the students, and not to teach for standardization and utility (Eliot et al., 1893).  
Dewey believed that the educational system at the time was “highly specialized, 
one-sided and narrow…and…dominated almost entirely by the mediaeval 
conception of learning” (Dewey, 1932, p. 26).   
Opponents of the Cardinal Principles believed that the NEA was trying to 
keep the social stratus and inequities in place lowering standards.  If children were 
taught to follow the professions and vocations to which they were best adapted, 
they were in essence maintaining the status quo.  Children whose parents were 
mechanics would grow up to become mechanics.  Children whose parents were 
professors would become professors, and so on.  Despite the negative connotation 
of standards put forth by the Committee, they considered their ideas to be a 
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chance at achieving meritocracy and seemed unaware that many students arrived 
at school without the social capital of their wealthy counterparts. 
Interestingly, the teachings and writings of John Dewey did not support 
either side entirely.  Dewey felt the Committee of Ten was encouraging 
antiquated teaching styles that provided little utility for children in real life.  But 
he did not believe in maintaining the current power system either.  In fact, he felt 
educators should create settings where people of different and diverse lives could 
work together towards a common understanding, thereby constructing a more 
democratic society (Dewey, 1944).  He argued that separating social classes or 
favoring one over another would be a major disservice to all socio-economic 
levels, including the upper class. “In order to have a large number of values in 
common, all the members of the group must have an equal opportunity to receive 
and to take from others. There must be a large variety of shared undertakings and 
experiences.  Otherwise, the influences which educate some into masters, educate 
others into slaves” (Dewey, 1944, p. 84).  Dewey sought to break down the 
barriers of class, and race through dialogue and finding common interests, giving 
“individuals a personal interest in social relationships and control, and the habits 
of mind which secure social changes without introducing disorder” (Dewey, 1944, 
p. 99).  
 The Report of the Committee of Ten, the Cardinal Principles for 
Secondary Schooling, the Health School Movement and the teachings of John 
Dewey are starting points for understanding today’s traditional secondary 
schooling.  Schools are the first place people turn to for solutions to societal 
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problems.  The expectations placed on the public schools are massive and 
multifaceted.   
As in the late 1800s and early 1900s, we are still struggling to break down 
the barriers of race and class in society.  There are differences in professional 
cultures between schools of different social class contexts.  Middle class and 
working class parents handle the education of their children differently (Lareau & 
Horvat, 1999; Metz, 1986; Suarez-Orozco & Suarez-Orozco, 2001; Wrigley, 
1982).  Teachers perpetuate inequalities among social classes through curricular 
tracking (Oakes & Lipton, 2002).  Determining the purpose of public schools 
remains difficult as they are the places to teach socialization, patriotism, equality 
of opportunity, morality, racial and cultural harmony, health, nutrition, and of 
course the basic skills of math, science, history and English.  The quest for a 
balance between nurturing the individual and the good of society persists today. 
 The Cardinal Principals were at the inception of the progressive movement 
in American education and challenged the traditional grammar of schooling more 
than any other movement.  Although the progressive movement did not change 
the overall structure of secondary schools in the long-term, it did challenge core 
practices of traditional schooling, predominantly, the value of favoring key 
subject areas such as math, English, science, and history.  Progressives rejected 
traditional beliefs such as: preserving an academic focus, maintaining a set daily 
schedule, evaluating programs through testing, and teacher-centered classrooms 
(Ravich, 1983).  By the 1940s, the progressive movement gained so much 
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strength that it was no longer referred to as a “movement” but as “good 
educational practice” (Cremin, 1989).   
 Progressives believed that the main goal of school should be socialization 
and therefore should be reflective of real life in society.  A popular proponent of 
progressive education was William Heard Kilpatrick.  He believed that teaching 
should evolve from the interests of the students in the classroom (Ravich, 1983) 
and not from textbooks or pre-planned lessons.  Proposing that social 
utilitarianism outweighed academic rigor, he encouraged practices such as girls 
playing with dolls in the classroom to further their maternal skills (Ravich, 2001).      
 Perhaps one of the biggest setbacks to this movement was from John 
Dewey, the patriarch of the movement (Dewey, 1938). In Experience and 
Education, Dewey (1938) clarified his stance regarding the ongoing debate 
between traditional and progressive education.  He argued that going from one 
extreme to another was not the solution.  He disagreed with the absence of 
textbooks in the progressive classroom: “Books, especially textbooks, are the lore 
and wisdom of the past, while teachers are the organs through which pupils are 
brought into effective connection with the material” (Dewey, 1938, p. 18).   
Dewey stated that while he supported the general philosophy of the 
progressive movement, he felt that it was in many ways a negative reaction to the 
stifling traditional ways of the past - not an original contribution.  He further 
stated that the moral and well-meaning ideals of the movement were not always 
translated into moral practice. “There is always the danger in a new movement 
that in rejecting the aims and methods of that which it would supplant, it may 
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develop its principles negatively rather than positively or constructively.  Then it 
takes its clew in practice from that which is rejected instead of from the 
constructive development of its own philosophy” (p. 20).   
 As dissatisfaction and opposition grew, the pendulum of change began to 
swing back towards the traditional grammar of schooling. Criticism of the 
progressive movement was vast and ranged from disagreement based on 
philosophical grounds, to curricular deficiencies, and even to the belief that 
schools were trying to ban subversive teachers and books that promoted sinister 
communist plots (Ravitch, 2001).  According to Ravitch, the main reason for the 
fall of the progressive movement was that the schools did not grow with the 
changing times.  Proponents of the movement did not recognize the negative 
social implications of tracking students into academic, general and vocational 
routes.  As the concept of meritocracy grew more popular throughout the century, 
tracking students into their future professions fell out of favor. 
Katz contends that a major weakness in the progressive movement was 
that pedagogical changes were not in alignment with the overall structure of 
schools.  For the long-term success of progressive education, efforts needed to be 
directed towards breaking down the bureaucratic nature of schools and 
confronting the political power structure that aligns itself with incipient 
bureaucracy (Katz, 1971; Sarason, 1990).  Dewey created a model school but 
offered few suggestions on how to “to deal with the relationship between the 
structure of school systems and the content of education” (Katz, 1971, p. 119).  
Dewey was aware of the impediments and described the structure as “something 
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comparatively external and indifferent to educational purposes and ideals” 
(Dewey, 1902, p. 22), and suggested that educators consider this in their reform 
efforts.   
Tyack and Cuban agree that progressive reformers did not focus on 
convincing the general public to question existing norms regarding the grammar 
of schooling, but instead gave their attention to their peers already enthusiastic 
towards the movement.  “Concentrating on convincing their professional peers, 
they did not cultivate the kind of broader social movement that might nourish 
educational and social change.  Failure to enlist the support and ideas of the 
community was especially harmful to fundamental reforms that violated the 
public’s notions of real school” (Tyack & Cuban, 1995, p. 108). 
By the 1950s, the debate between traditional and progressive education 
was coming to a close.  The progressive movement did survive in pockets of 
schools, particularly in the lower grades; and some popular curricular practices 
such as cooperative learning and student-centered learning are frequently used in 
today’s schools. Even though some aspects of the progressive movement were 
integrated into the broad curriculum, the overall bureaucratic structure of schools 
persisted due in part to the necessary and increasing role the federal government 
would take in public schooling.   
The role of the federal government 
In 1957, the Russians launched the satellite Sputnik. The traditional 
grammar of schooling regained dominance in the schools as fear increased over 
the nations’ global competitiveness.  Conservatives blamed the social efficiency 
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and progressive ideals for the supposed dismal state of the public schools and this 
blame continued through the 1970s and 1980s (Spring, 2004).  A large-scale 
program in math and science ensued (Angus & Mirel, 1999; Spring, 2004).  
Through the National Defense Education Act (1958), the federal government 
provided a billion dollars in direct aid to education to apply towards math, science 
and foreign languages.   
Sputnik was a catalyst for the federal government to become more 
involved with education and regulate nonstandard modes of schooling.  Until 
1957, the schools were run at the state and local levels; therefore there were 
opportunities for some, particularly in rural areas, to break the mold of the 
traditional grammar of schooling.  Rural schools had more freedom in their 
structure and curriculum than city schools as they were smaller in size and 
managed by their surrounding local communities.  By the 1950s, even the small 
grammar schools came under attack by the promoters of bureaucracy, calling for 
centralization and accountability among the nations’ schools in the name of global 
competitiveness (Katz, 1987).   
Promoters of incipient bureaucracy directly attacked the inefficiency and 
inadequacy of democratic localism in the Coleman Report of 1959 (Conant, 
1959).  The report, sponsored by the Carnegie Foundation was titled The 
American High School Today.  The enrollment and diversity in the nations’ 
schools increased following the Supreme Court case of Brown v. Board of 
Education (1954) that declared racial segregation unconstitutional.  As the 
schools became the panacea for carrying out desegregation, the necessity for 
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creating equitable institutions at a rapid pace promoted the benefits of 
bureaucracy.  James Conant, the lead author of the Carnegie Report recommended 
merging smaller high schools into large entities, with senior classes containing a 
minimum of 100 students (Graham, 2005).  According to Conant, these large 
schools would be more capable of handling the rapidly changing demographics in 
an efficient manner.  As the former President of Harvard University, Conant also 
wanted high schools to offer College Entrance Examination Boards’ advanced 
placement classes and tests in an effort to locate strong college applicants.  This 
was a precursor to the current climate of standardization where students are tested 
and ranked on a national scale. 
The federal government has continued its involvement with the nation’s 
schools since this time.  During the Reagan administration in 1983, the National 
Commission on Excellence in Education published A Nation at Risk (1983), 
calling for more rigorous academic standards.  A Nation at Risk appealed to the 
traditional grammar of schooling, gearing to bring back the basics in instruction 
as introduced almost 100 years prior by the Committee of Ten.  Blaming 
American schools for economic decline in the United States, the report stated that 
there was a “desperate need for increased support for the teaching of mathematics 
and science” (p. 8).  It further elaborated:  “This movement is but a start on what 
we believe is a larger and more educationally encompassing need to improve 
teaching and learning in fields such as English, history, geography, economics, 
and foreign languages” (p. 8).  This alarming report was highly influential in 
leading to national standards and gaining compliance and amalgamation from 
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districts and schools straying from the traditional grammar of schooling.  It was 
also during this time that the movement to privatize schooling began through 
creating a voucher system that gave businesses more control of education 
(Baptiste et al., 2005). 
Recent reauthorizations of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act 
of 1965; President Bush’s Goals 2000, linking schools to the global economy; and 
The No Child Left Behind Act of 2002 have in many ways strengthened the 
grammar of schooling.  The frequent testing of content knowledge in core subject 
areas is required during specific years of high schooling, cementing graded 
schooling, and maintaining specialized subjects with a focus on math, English, 
science and history.  Since The Report of the Committee of Ten on Secondary 
School Studies in 1893, there have been challenges to traditional structures, but 
over time the pendulum repeatedly swings back to favor the grammar of 
schooling.  The rise of industrialization combined with the contradictory values of 
protecting the individual and producing citizens renders change difficult (Katz, 
1971).   
From a political standpoint, the swinging pendulum continues, as reform 
tends to follow those currently in power.  Angus and Mirel (1993) state that 
“Americans need to recognize that the very partisan nature of the current 
educational controversies can have a devastating impact on efforts to achieve 
significant educational change” (p. 2).  They support a bi-partisan approach to 
educational reform that builds “support for less extreme but clearly effective 
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methods” (p. 2), thus shortening the back and forth swings of the pendulum and 
moving reform in a more direct path.   
Some educators do not view reform as inherently political and take a more 
technological stance, blaming reform failure on poor implementation.  Still others 
feel that ineffective consideration of the culture and context of individual schools 
is the main problem.  Consideration of political, technological, and cultural 
viewpoints is necessary to gain a holistic understanding of the fate of educational 
change and reform.  Regardless of the viewpoint, enduring change cannot survive 
without challenging both the system and questioning long-term assumptions. 
Long-term intractability to change 
It is necessary to consider the technological, political and cultural 
underpinnings when implementing a reform, particularly when the reform 
challenges long held assumptions and values and existing power structures.  
House and McQuillan’s (1998) three perspectives on school reform may serve as 
a guide to examine the complexities of educational change. 
  Historically, reform efforts that challenged the traditional grammar of 
schooling in the United States failed in the long-term.  Technological reasons 
motivated by industrialization and the need to educate the masses in an effective 
and efficient manner solidified the grammar and weakened less efficient reform 
efforts.  Political pressures to demonstrate accountability to the public encouraged 
the division and testing in core subject areas, thereby discouraging creativity in 
grading, and curriculum planning.  Finally, the comfort of the grammar of 
schooling exerted a pull on the cultural perspective.  Challenging the long held 
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cultural template of “real school” was perhaps the biggest obstacle facing 
reformers. 
Change in high schools - Three perspectives on school reform 
Conventional secondary schools experience pressure from various internal 
and external sources to maintain traditional structures and the combination of 
these pressures makes the process of change difficult.  According to House and 
McQuillan (1998), the majority of literature on educational reform may be 
considered from technological, cultural, or political viewpoints.  To gain a 
complete and thorough understanding of change in schools, it is paramount to 
understand each individual perspective as well as the interrelationship and 
connection among them.  The authors explain that often one of the reasons for 
failed change efforts is that reformers do not fully consider all three. 
The technological perspective 
Research in the field of educational change from a technological 
perspective considers both the technical and systematic execution of reform and 
how the structure of schools affects that execution.  “The technological 
perspective takes production as its root image or metaphor.  Examples include 
concepts like input-output, specification of goals and tasks, flow diagrams, 
incentives, and performance assessment.  How to do the job is the dominant 
concern” (House & McQuillan, 1998, p. 198).   
Current research maintains that the size and bureaucratic complexity of 
high schools renders change difficult (Katz, 1971, Tyack & Cuban, 1995); and at 
the school level, this includes the balkanization of specific subject areas 
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(Hargreaves, 2003).  Some other technological reasons given for the lack of 
change in high schools are: the rapid, numerous, and often contradictory waves of 
reform imposed on secondary schools (Hargreaves, 2003; Sarason, 1990); poor 
implementation of reforms (Datnow, Hubbard & Mehan, 2002); high leadership 
and staff turnover rates before reforms can be inculcated into the culture 
(Hargreaves & Fink, 2006); and lack of system thinking (Fullan, 2007; Sarason, 
1990).  
Educators are often not given the time, resources and professional 
development to build the capacity to achieve desired outcomes.  This is especially 
the case in large-scale reforms with compulsory standards and high pressure for 
compliance.  According to Richard Elmore, “Stakes, if they work at all, do so by 
mobilizing resources, capacities, knowledge, and competencies that by definition 
are not present in the organizations and individuals whom they are intended to 
affect.  If the schools have these assets in advance of the stakes, they would 
presumably not need the stakes to mobilize them” (Elmore, 2000, p. 18).   
Until the preconditions for reform are in place and there is a fundamental 
investment in and restructuring of teachers’ work (Gitlin, 1995) so that they are 
given the time, opportunity and training to make choices for their own schools 
and students, it is likely that schools will continue to be intractable to change. 
The cultural perspective 
Research from a cultural perspective addresses the human side of change, 
such as habits, meanings, and perspectives and how they relate to factors such as 
age, generation, and years of teaching experience.  The cultural perspective “rests 
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on an image of community.  Central concepts include culture, values, shared 
meanings, and social relationships…the primary concern is cultural integrity” 
(House & McQuillan, 1998, p. 198). 
Many reasons for the lack of change in secondary schools are cultural, 
such as the impact of reform on teachers in various career stages (Bailey, 2000; 
Hargreaves, 1994; Huberman, 1989; Riseborough, 1981) and generational 
resistance to change (Hargreaves, 1994; Lortie, 1975).  The comfort of the status 
quo and maintaining institutional images of normality is powerful and often 
prevails (Metz, 1990; Meyer & Rowan, 1977), particularly in schools with a long 
history of subscribing to the grammar of schooling.  Within these schools, veteran 
teachers are a powerful force for retaining long-standing practices due to years of 
teaching experience in traditional classrooms (Hargreaves & Fink, 2006).  Habit 
and memory may result in feelings of anxiety towards reforms outside of existing 
ideologies and structures (Hargreaves, 2001).   
Schools with uncollaborative cultures, lack of support, lack of capacity or 
the inability to build capacity (Elmore, 2000) may contribute to feelings of 
instability and distrust regarding reform efforts.  In addition, many reform efforts 
do not include teachers in policy making (Heifetz, 2002).  This is often the case 
with large-scale reform efforts, where schools must comply with top-down 
scientifically-based curriculum requirements (Datnow et al., 2002).  Research 
describing rapid leadership and staff turnover, particularly when there is a loss of 
a charismatic leader (Fink, 2000b), demonstrates the difficulties schools 
encounter sustaining positive change.   
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Innovative schools that challenge traditional grammars are especially 
prone to setbacks when new leaders fails to renew the vision of their predecessors 
(Fink, 2000a; Hargreaves & Goodson, 2003; Sarason, 1990).  Smith and Keith 
(1971) discovered that weak community ties and inaccurate public perceptions 
contributed to difficulties in their study of an innovative school named 
Kensington School.  The “formalized doctrine” of the school or “cloaking of 
organizational activities” kept structures and practices from external view.  This 
led to inaccurate public perceptions and the school could not maintain public 
support from one principal to the next. 
 In ingrained traditional cultures, teachers hold to their practices by 
teaching the way they were taught as students (Britzman, 2003; Lortie, 1975).  
Often teachers experiment with new techniques and practices within their first 
few years of teaching but return to the way that provides them with the most 
comfort and sense of productivity (Britzman, 2003).  Little & McLaughlin had 
similar findings in their research of teachers’ workplaces (Little, 1994).  Teachers 
who worked in places with “powerful norms of privacy and unchallenged sacred 
principles or personal beliefs” (Little, 1994, p. 99) never received the critical 
feedback and introduction to new ideas and practices necessary to renew and 
reflect upon their teaching.  Their learning reached a plateau and their practice 
continued unchanged and unchallenged for many years.  These teachers also 
tended to become angry and cynical towards new ideas since their norms were so 
ingrained in their classrooms.  Professional development that allowed time for the 
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veteran teachers to question the benefits and weaknesses of their existing 
practices did not occur.  
 The balkanized structures of high schools or the division of subjects into 
separate areas leads to balkanized and isolated cultures.  The structural separation 
of groups creates subcultures, making communication infrequent and teaching 
cross-departmentally difficult.  The traditional practice of dividing time and space 
by subject area also has a measurable impact on cultures in schools.  Subjects and 
departments become fragmented, and teachers often view things from the 
standpoint of their subject area (Hargreaves, 1994).  These subcultures or subject 
identities make it difficult to achieve a common meaning or vision within the 
overall organization, impeding sustainable change efforts and reform.  
The political perspective 
In addition to the emotional side of maintaining the comfort and 
convention of the grammar of schooling, there is political pressure for compliance 
to preserve and revert to existing structures.  The political perspective “takes 
negotiation as its underlying image.  Key concepts include power, authority, and 
competing interests…and the primary concern the legitimacy of the authority 
system” (House & McQuillan, 1998, p. 198).  Reformers who interpret 
educational change and reform in a school or system from the political 
perspective may frame problems or successes as an issue of centralization or 
decentralization.  As the authors point out, reformers may have a consensus that 
an issue is political, but they may disagree on a course of action.  
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Political reasons such as prior assumptions and beliefs about ability and 
tracking (Oakes & Lipton, 2002), defense of unearned privilege, and the ignored 
realities of unfair advantages among the nations’ schools (Ladson-Billings, 1994; 
Lareau, 1999; Metz, 1986) all contribute to the lack of change in secondary 
schools.  Schools encounter macro political issues such as federal and state 
standardization mandates and micro political issues such as lack of and internal 
power struggles between departments, administrators and teachers.  These internal 
and external power struggles add to the complexity of implementing change and 
reform in schools.  
Macro-political pressure to preserve traditional grammars can take many 
forms, the most recent and well-known being standardization.  Recent waves of 
reform have pressured schools to follow traditional practices (Hargreaves, 2003) 
by leading towards business led school reform (Cuban, 1984).  Compelled to gain 
quick results on test scores in core subjects such as math and English, school 
leaders and teachers often gear lessons toward the basics and forego innovative 
practices (Hargreaves & Fink, 2006; Sergiovanni, 2000).  Although the 
implementation of a reform is technical, the reform and its anticipated result are 
often politically motivated with the purpose to either maintain or challenge 
existing structures.   
The effect of perpetuating existing structures is most apparent in inner city 
schools where many students arrive without the social capital of their suburban 
counterparts (Igoa, 1995; Ladson-Billings, 1994) exacerbating social 
stratifications and inequities.  In the leafy suburbs where students have a 
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reasonable amount of support from caregivers (Fink, 2000b), status panic 
pressured students to aim for access to prestigious colleges and universities (Metz, 
1986; McLaughlin & Talbert, 2001). High test scores on college entrance exams 
supporting subject-based curriculum boost chances of admission more than any 
other factor (Metz, 1986). 
Within the mico-politics of the school itself, many teachers maintain 
vested interests in their individual subject areas.  This is strengthened by the 
structural balkanization of subjects.  The traditional grammar tends to favor core 
subjects as represented by large-scale reform efforts such as the recent No Child 
Left Behind Act.  As a result, more focus is placed on math, English, science and 
history. This creates a hierarchy of subjects, leaving subjects like art, music, and 
foreign languages less valued.  This hierarchy of subject areas leads to micro 
political strategizing such as veteran teachers protecting their interests by vying 
for the most academic subjects with the most ideal students.  This perpetuates 
tracking and often leaves the least experienced teachers with the students who 
have the most need (Viadero, 2008). 
Micro-politics have a significant effect on the lives of teachers and 
administrators in schools.  Blase (1990) found that control-oriented principals 
often use “protective political strategies and tactics” (p. 727) to wield power and 
manipulate teachers and this has a negative impact on crucial aspects of teachers’ 
work.  Ball (1987) reported that principals belonged to one of three major 
“control” styles – interpersonal, managerial, and political/authoritarian.  The 
authoritarian type principals used seclusion, secrecy, and concealment as tactics 
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for control and more adversarial principals used more public forms of persuasion.  
The effects of their manipulations had differing effects on teachers.  Teachers 
who were happy with the current division of power were satisfied with their 
principals, but teachers unhappy with the current system became either 
pessimistic or despondent from attempting change.  Micro politics can have a 
positive influence on teachers’ work as well.  Strong political leadership has been 
linked to effective teaching such as increased creativity and risk taking among 
teachers, a more active stance advocating for students, and shared governance 
(Blase, 1988). 
The political perspective entails negotiation, group conflict and 
compromise, power and authority, and conflict over interests (House & 
McQuillan, 1998).  The most public of the three perspectives, it has the largest 
span of influence but should not be exclusively considered.   
The three perspectives collectively 
House & McQuillan explain that school reforms fail in part because they 
ignore, neglect, or are unable to control forces related to all three perspectives.  
“Purely technological reforms fail because they lack adequate consideration of 
political and cultural factors.  Purely political reforms fail because they lack 
appreciation of technical and cultural factor, and so on” (p. 199).  They explain 
that reformers want to create broad appeal for reform efforts and are thus inclined 
to impart simplistic and one-dimensional views of complex problems.   
Central Park East in District 4, East Harlem, founded by Debbie Meier, is 
a successful reform story in the United States.  The reforms implemented by 
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Meier and her community have shown lasting and sustainable results, in part due 
to their consideration of all three perspectives of reform (House & McQuillan, 
1998).  Because the school is small, faculty can work collegially and 
collaboratively on integral decisions and keep the innovative school culture a high 
priority.  Only student and teacher volunteers willing to take on all aspects of the 
reform are invited to be a part of the reforms, alleviating much political conflict.  
On the technological side, teachers are required to do substantial professional 
development and the practice of viewing each other’s work and providing critical 
feedback encourages constant learning.  
Conclusion 
This chapter described the beginnings of public school and traditional high 
schooling.  Since the 1982 Committee of Ten scaffolding of “the main lines” 
(Eliot et al., 1983, p. 1938) of core curriculum, little has changed in secondary 
schooling design and structure.  The proposed model was strongly challenged by 
the Cardinal Principles in 1918, and the Progressive Movement in the 1930s and 
1940s.  Sputnik (1957) and A nation at risk (1983) brought the pendulum back to 
favor the traditional grammar of schooling.  The reform efforts that challenged 
traditional structures and ways have historically failed.  House and McQuillan’s 
(1998) three perspectives of reform offer an explanation for the failure of reforms 
that fall outside of the traditional, existing structures.  
The review of the related literature for this study focused on four areas.  
The first area of the literature review provided a historical and working definition 
of a “traditional” public school in the United States.  The second area provided a 
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background on related educational change literature.  The third area focused on 
change in secondary schools in particular.  The final area described the three 
perspectives on school reform (House & McQuillan, 1998). 
The next chapter will provide a secondary data analysis of traditional 
secondary schools in a Spencer Foundation funded project called Change over 
time (Hargreaves & Goodson, 2003).  This study was significant because it was 
one of the few of its kind to recognize the interactions and interrelations among 
and between all three perspectives of reform. 
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CHAPTER 3 
Traditional schools and change over time: A secondary data analysis 
 
Change over Time (Hargreaves & Goodson, 2003) 
 
A Spencer Foundation funded project explored the forces of change within 
and across eight secondary schools in the United States and Canada over three 
decades.  Change over Time (Hargreaves & Goodson, 2003) was one of the few 
studies that considered the cultural, technological, and political perspectives of 
reform as described by House & McQuillan (1998) over long periods of time.  
Data were collected in varied school sites (vocational/technical; alternative; 
innovative; traditional and magnet) by means of taped, semi-structured interviews 
with representative samples of almost 300 teachers and administrators from three 
cohorts (1970s, 1980s and 1990s), observations and archives.  Interview 
participants with varying years of experience, genders, races, ethnicities, and roles 
were included in the sample. 
The Change over Time researchers chose to look at eight schools in the 
United States (New York State) and Canada (Ontario) so that patterns of 
educational change could emerge across settings and not entirely be attributed to 
specific American or Canadian national reforms.  Eight secondary schools were 
chosen for this research, having different types of communities, structures, and 
cultures.  Four of the chosen schools were selected because they began with 
strong innovative identities.  The three U.S. schools included a magnet school 
established to counteract “white flight” from the city (Barret), an urban school 
that catered to the students not attracted to the magnet (Sheldon), and a small 
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“activist” alternative school (Durant).  The other five schools were located in 
Ontario, Canada.  They comprised an academic collegiate school in a wealthy 
suburb (Talisman Park); a high school with a long-standing teaching staff that 
experienced a rapid change in student demographics due to urbanization (Stewart 
Heights); a secondary school that changed from one of the most innovative in 
Canada to one reminiscent of the grammar of schooling (Lord Byron); a “learning 
organization” and technical school (Blue Mountain); and a technical, commercial 
school (Eastside).  Four of the schools appeared to conform to the traditional 
grammar of schooling either by drift or active assertion and the remaining four 
tried in varying degrees to challenge traditional structures and practices.  Table 
3.1 summarizes their main characteristics. 
School case site characteristics 
School Focus Location 
Talisman Park Traditional academic collegiate Canada 
Stewart Heights Conventional high school facing urban expansion 
and increased ethno-cultural diversity 
Canada 
Sheldon Traditional city high school encountering urban 
decline 
U.S. 
Barret Elite magnet school established to counter “white 
and bright” flight 
U.S. 
Eastside Long-standing urban commercial, technical, and 
“artistic” high school 
Canada 
Lord Byron Innovative suburban school struggling to maintain 
its distinctive identity 
Canada 
Blue Mountain Suburban school recently established on the 
principles of a learning organization 
Canada 
Durant Small, alternative urban high school with activist 
links to its community 
U.S. 
Table 3.1 from Hargreaves & Goodson, 2003, p. 10 of the literature review, 
Change over time case study documents. 
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Researchers found that four of the eight schools in the study (Talisman 
Park, Stewart Heights, Sheldon and Barret) remained essentially unchanged over 
a period of more than 30 years.  Their intractability to change over time was 
significant, but perhaps more significant were their reasons for maintaining their 
traditional ways.  Despite the number of individual attempts to inculcate change 
into the culture of the traditional schools in the Spencer study, change efforts were 
relatively short-lived and a regressive drift towards the grammar of schooling 
ensued in three out of four of the schools.  The schools were pulled back slowly to 
the comfort of what they perceived was “real school” (Metz, 1990; Tyack & 
Tobin, 1994).   The fourth school (Barret Magnet) was unlike Talisman Park, 
Stewart Heights, and Sheldon, in that it actively asserted its traditional status from 
the beginning. 
This secondary data analysis will review the findings and analysis of the 
original case literature as well as the analysis of the cases (Giles, 2007; Goodson, 
Moore, & Hargreaves; Hargreaves et al., 2003; Hargreaves & Fink, 2006; 
Hargreaves & Goodson, 2006; Hargreaves & Goodson, 2003; Hargreaves & 
Shirley, 2009; Skerrett & Hargreaves, 2008) of the four traditional schools in the 
Change over time project and describe how Talisman Park, Stewart Heights, and 
Sheldon became traditional by drift and Barret by a more aggressive assertion1.  
Accountability demands united with the intensifying governmental spotlight on 
traditional subjects and standardized testing aggressively asserted traditional 
                                                
1 The main responsibility for the report on each school was divided as follows: Talisman Park 
(Shawn Moore), Stewart Heights (Dean Fink and Sonia James Wilson), Barret and Sheldon 
(Martha Foote & Michael Baker), Lord Byron (Dean Fink), Blue Mountain (Corrie Giles & Andy 
Hargreaves), Eastside (Carol Beynon & Ivor Goodson), Durant (Martha Foote). 
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structures and values. The pressures these schools underwent to demonstrate 
positive results in test scores while coping with their changing student 
demographics, competing for students with neighboring schools, and undergoing 
rapid leadership and staff turnover rates, reveal how problematic it was for them 
to move beyond the solace of the grammar of schooling.   
Talisman Park High School 
 Talisman Park, established in 1920, was viewed as an exemplary school 
for suburban college-bound students.  It had low staff turnover and many teachers 
spent all or most of their careers there.  Some teachers were students themselves 
at Talisman Park and some continued on in administrative positions in the district, 
developing “deep traditions, loyalties, and sense of historical continuity” (case 
study documents, methodology chapter, p. 5).  Although Talisman Park was 
always traditional in its academic mission, interview participants remembered the 
1960s as “innovative,” “challenging,” and “exciting.”  In the late 1960s, 
urbanization began and with it an influx of cultural, racial, and socio-economic 
diversity that doubled the population and quadrupled the immigrant population.  
The veteran teachers at Talisman Park were unprepared for the changing student 
population.  Instead of altering their teaching to reflect the changing student 
population, they held tighter to their traditional practices.  Twenty years later, 
many of the veteran teachers retired, turning over their posts to young novice 
teachers.  This phase in the school was challenging due to the loss of so many 
experienced teachers in such a short amount of time. 
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In the mid 1990s, the province mandated a new high school curriculum 
that coincided with standardized testing.  When 30% of their students did poorly 
on standardized tests, teachers expressed nostalgia for early years.  They felt that 
“Talisman Park has been able to coast on its reputation – while the actual student 
performance, motivation, standards, and discipline are not what they used to be” 
(Ibid, p. 6).  The major change forces, faced by the administration and teachers at 
Talisman Park over the years, including waves of policy reform, changing student 
demographics, and rapid leadership succession, contributed to its drift towards the 
traditional grammar of schooling. 
Stewart Heights 
 Stewart Heights was an urban school with approximately 1500 students.  
In the early 1990s, it became more culturally diverse due to an influx of 
immigrants from Hong Kong, India, and the Caribbean.  More than 10 percent of 
the student population was bused from surrounding communities.  The mostly 
white teaching and administrative staff did not represent the diversity of the 
student body.  In the mid 1990s, the teaching and administrative staff worked to 
create partnerships with local businesses and universities to improve the quality of 
education and school climate.  The principal at the time created a “school success 
team” and provided improvement workshops that emphasized networking with 
students, parents, and the community as a whole. 
 The success that the principal and his team acheived did not last for long 
due to changing circumstances in the district.  The entire senior leadership team 
was promoted and transferred to other schools in the district and the successors 
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had problems continuing with the change initiatives.  They focused on more 
“survival-driven preoccupations organized around implementing external 
reforms” as opposed to spending time on “longer-term improvement goals” (Ibid, 
p. 9) and the school returned to traditional practices.   
Sheldon High School 
 Sheldon began was known as the “Jewel of the District” in the late 1960s 
and 1970s.  Teachers and staff took great pride in the school.  Enrollment at the 
time was around 3,000 (7-12) students.  The demographics were 80% white and 
20% African-American, with the majority of the students falling in the middle to 
upper socio-economic levels.  The population ratio changed dramatically when 
the district desegregrated in 1971.  Many white and middle class families began to 
leave the area.  Due to this “white flight,” the school now drew its population 
from the mostly economically disadvantaged neighborhoods of the city as 
opposed to the previous middle class neighborhood.   
 Families had a choice of where to send their children due to the advent of 
magnet schools and those who were not qualified for magnets went to Sheldon.  
Teachers felt that the school was developing into a “dumping ground for poor and 
academically challenged students” and viewed it as a “special education magnet” 
(Ibid, p. 12) because of the increased numbers in the special education 
department.  Test scored plummeted and teachers were demoralized when their 
“best students” were persistently attracted to neighboring magnet schools such as 
Barret Magnet.  Teachers and administrators clung to traditional practices in an 
attempt to improve test scores and maintain students enrollments. 
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Barret Magnet Secondary School 
Barret Magnet was formerly called Turner High School.  It had a 
reputation for student violence, low attendance, and high levels of poverty.  The 
neighborhood association created a campaign to either close or change Turner out 
of concern for the future of their community.  A few years later, a new principal 
and identity were assigned and Barret was formed in 1979. 
 The first decade of the magnet was viewed as “Camelot days” due to the 
close-knit faculty and collaborative process of constructing a new curriculum and 
mission.  Students were admitted based on academic prowess and motivation, 
providing the opportunity for college preparatory coursework.  Between 1980 and 
1990, the poverty level of student rose from 23% to 69% and the student 
demographics changed from 40% white and 60% minority to 25% white and 75% 
minority.  Despite the rapid changes in demographics, Barret “has served as both 
a pilot and a model for reform of academic standards and teacher 
professionalization policies related to student academic performance” (Ibid, p. 
13).  Educators openly and actively pursued excellence in core subjects, relished 
teacher-centered classrooms and other aspects of traditional grammars. 
The five change forces 
 Researchers in the Change over time project used each school as a unit for 
analysis.  Open-ended interviews included questions about “teachers’ life and 
work, the external content (including policy and demographics), school culture, 
school structure, school identity, and leadership and mentorship” (case study 
documents, literature review, p. 17).  They each provided a substantial draft to 
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other team members for feedback.  Using a grounded theory approach, emergent 
themes and issues were discovered and compared across cases.   
Five change forces were discovered: “waves of policy reform, changes in 
leadership and leadership succession, changing teacher demographics and their 
impact on teachers’ generational missions, shifting student and community 
demographics, and changing patterns of relations among schools” (Ibid, p. 17).  
The case writers then defined each major organizational changes in each school’s 
history and assigned them to historical periods.  “These five forces emerged as 
those which most significantly affected the structures, cultures, and identities of 
the schools over time” (Ibid, p. 17) and “individually, and together, led to 
substantial changes of direction within secondary schools; the effects of these 
change forces on the structures, cultures, and identities of the project schools; and 
the convergence of the forces at particular points in time in ways that defined 
distinct historical periods across all eight schools in two countries” (Ibid, p. 19). 
For the purposes of this research, primary attention will be paid to how the five 
change forces were evidenced within the four traditional schools as opposed to 
looking at the data from the point of view of all eight schools in the Change over 
time project.   
Waves of reform 
 The schools in the Change over time study experienced recurring and 
influential waves of reform over time.  These waves defined specific historical 
periods in time in which the schools either acknowledged or resisted the reforms.  
Acceptance or resistance depended upon the generations of the teachers, the 
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academic subjects taught, and the school identities.  Researchers found that 
reforms challenging the traditional grammar of schooling were more likely to be 
embraced by teachers who began their careers in the 1970s, during the age of 
optimism and innovation (Hargreaves & Goodson, 2006), when focus was given 
to social reform and diversity.  Innovative reforms were also more attractive to 
teachers outside of the mainstream subjects, such as special education, foreign 
language, and the arts.   
Teachers who began their careers later than the 1970s during the age of 
complexity and contradiction (1980s to mid 1990s), were more likely to support 
reform movements in line with the traditional grammar of schooling.  Teachers in 
mainstream and high status subjects that aligned with the traditional grammar of 
schooling also favored traditional practices.  Those with long careers in education 
recognized the pendulum of reform and the turn in reform focus every few years.  
They tended to support only the reforms aligned with their personal values and 
out waited those that did not.     
 The waves of reform experienced by the teachers in the four schools in the 
study affected not only their teaching techniques but also their overall attitudes for 
their students and profession.  In the United States, the No Child Left Behind Act 
was and continues to be an unavoidable reform as the Federal Government places 
sanctions on schools that fail to comply.  It required schools to review test scores 
and focus on the needs of students who did poorly on the exams instead of 
focusing only on those who were doing well.  A novice teacher at Sheldon High 
School explained, 
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“I think over the last three years I’ve begun to realize that there’s a lot of, 
‘We’ve got to get through this curriculum,’ kind of thing and not focusing 
so much on the kids, but on the curriculum, on the standards that we all 
have to reach.  And now I see things  differently, totally differently, 
because I see the kids that are falling through the cracks now.  And maybe 
they were there the first year and I was focusing on me, on trying to get 
myself situated and not so much on my kids.  And now that I’m here and I 
feel a part of it all, now I’m beginning to pick up on those kids that aren’t 
being dealt with because we’re too busy trying to reach a certain standard 
and I feel it’s one that’s been laid down for us” (Sheldon High School case 
study, p. 53). 
 
On the other hand, the four traditional schools felt obligated to change their 
curriculum to gear lesson plans around test questions, focusing on accountability 
as opposed to creativity and the individual interests of the students and faculty.  
Sheldon High School teachers taught to the test, fearing a high failure rate 
(Sheldon case study, p. 48).  Change initiatives not in line with increasing test 
scores in traditional subjects were overlooked while faculty focused on the more 
pressing concerns of school survival.  Many of their high achieving students left 
to attend neighboring Barret Magnet High School.    
“…We had the new English comprehensive exam and we spent, myself 
included, all year teaching this one exam…I don’t think education is about 
teaching one exam all year.  We may have kids that passed it because of 
that, but in the long run…we haven’t read literature, we haven’t done 
other great things that we could do in English class because we were 
teaching this one exam” (Sheldon case study, p. 49). 
 
“The comprehensive exam has become the be all and end all.  We did very 
well in this building…But you see, there is a price you pay.  We put 
emphasis on the comprehensive exam prep.  And now our midterm exam 
in 9th and 10th, our final exams in 9th and 10th are pattered after the 
comprehensive exams.  So you’re pushing, that, but what’s the price that 
you’re going to pay?” (Sheldon case study, p. 49). 
  
Waves of reform strengthened the traditional beliefs and behaviors of the 
four schools.  Barret Magnet attracted teachers committed to college preparatory 
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courses that actively asserted their traditional values and embraced standardized 
reform.  Many mainstream teachers saw standardization as a means to “wake up a 
lot of people and make teachers really do the job that they should have been doing 
for years” (Skerrett & Hargreaves, 2008, p. 926).  ESL and Special Education 
teachers had a different perspective and felt that standards should be raised but 
were unrealistic.  
Other external reforms had similar results by promoting a homogeneous 
curriculum and discouraging innovative teaching. Managerial reforms from the 
district level took classroom autonomy away from Sheldon High School teachers. 
Stewart Heights High School, when faced with an innovative, individualized 
governmental reform effort in 1967 called the “Hall-Dennis Report,” went 
through the motions of implementation.  Small pockets of change initiated 
primarily by non-mainstream teachers adopted the reform.  The mainstream 
teachers who perpetuated the prevailing school culture did not support the change 
efforts and by the end of the decade, the faculty had reverted to their traditional 
teaching methods.   
 Veteran teachers, who had seen one reform after another, simply waited 
out new initiatives and went along with the actions without truly integrating them 
into their classrooms.  The strategy of waiting for a reform to pass was universal 
in Talisman Park, Sheldon and Stewart Heights.  A department head with 19 years 
of experience at Talisman Park explained how she dealt with new initiatives,  
“When I was younger and foolish I used to get on bandwagons.  We’ve 
had co-operative learning (that)…becomes the panacea for all the ills of 
education for a year or two…I tend to take with a grain of salt the stuff 
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we’re doing now…I think what a good teacher and what a good school 
can do…is modify the best of the new stuff and still give the kids a good 
education” (Talisman Park case study, p. 34). 
 
According to Sarason (1990), the preservation of long-term practices can be a 
detriment to change; it entails accepting indoctrinated beliefs about learning and 
schools. 
“The strength of the status quo – its underlying axioms, its pattern of 
power relationships, its sense of tradition and therefore what seems right, 
natural, and proper – almost automatically rules out options for change…” 
(p. 35).   
 
In Talisman Park, Sheldon and Stewart Heights, there was a drift over time 
towards the grammar of schooling.  The faculties maintained elitist, middle class 
beliefs.  Only innovations and changes that coincided and complimented their 
culture and allowed them to keep their self-governance succeeded.  Small 
modifications in the status quo took place as opposed to a reform.   
 The teachers were not offered external reforms as opportunities for 
professional reflection to adapt to their own personal classrooms, thereby 
respecting their autonomy and professional knowledge (Hargreaves, 2003).  They 
were given requirements to follow and they were told what others established as 
the best classroom practices.  In Stewart Heights, teachers were hesitant to 
commit to new reforms until they truly saw the need for them.  A mid-career 
teacher discussed this reluctance to embrace new reforms. 
“I am a busy person and a busy teacher so I try to filter out things that may 
not appear to be crucial at that point in time.  If they become crucial then 
I’ll tune into them.  But if there’s an issue or something that sounds like 
it’s affecting us I’ll sort of hear it but not let it bother me until it really 
does seem to be here for sure” (Stewart Heights case study, p. 58).   
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Another mid-career teacher at Stewart Heights explained her resistance to reforms 
that she felt were harmful to her students. 
“One of the advantages of having older teachers is that you cannot 
convince them of change unless they can see how it is good for the kids.  
And if you could convince us we would adopt it.  It might take a little 
longer that way, but I thought it was more effective.  It wasn’t about the 
‘flavor of the month,’ the criteria was ‘Is it good for the kids?’  If not, we 
don’t care what you think.  We’re not changing.  We won’t make the 
change” (Stewart Heights case study, p 58). 
 
 There were sporadic attempts to change traditional practices in the four 
schools.  At Talisman Park High School, some foreign language teachers pressed 
for a curriculum worthy of compensating for the increasing number of bilingual 
students.  The goal was to make the school more amenable and encompassing to 
all students and make multiculturalism a central and core value.  In response, the 
staff added extra-curricular activities such as a multicultural club, an ESL tutoring 
program and a foreign exchange program.  The additions pacified foreign 
language teachers for the time being, giving the impression of sustainable change, 
but they had little impact on the overall culture of the school.  Everyday practices 
and beliefs continued without interruption.  Multiculturalism failed to become an 
integral and pervasive part of the curriculum.   
 A small group of teachers in Stewart Heights High also made efforts 
towards altering the school culture.  Special education, guidance and English as a 
Second Language teachers (ESL) advocated for special education and bilingual 
students through de-tracking and interdisciplinary learning efforts.  As in 
Talisman Park, these non-mainstream beliefs were not in line with the underlying 
culture and were pushed to the periphery.   
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It is not uncommon for non-mainstream teachers in areas such as Special 
Education, foreign language, and the arts, to begin social justice and equity 
initiatives that challenge traditional grammars.  Historically, new departures from 
the ‘grammar of schooling’ have started and taken root on “the periphery of the 
system in specialized niches like…special education for gifted or handicapped 
students – groups of pupils who do not fit the regular candidates for batch 
processing (Tyack & Tobin, 1994)”.  In addition, these teachers are generally not 
a part of the privileged mainstream subjects and therefore are not afraid of giving 
up their traditional practices and power.  These subjects “still carry with them the 
low status which originated through their elementary school background 
[representing] the deep structures of curriculum differentiation at work within 
contemporary schools” and show how “a divisive system arises as these 
differentiated curricula are allocated to different pupil clienteles” (Goodson, 1990, 
p. 4). 
 The small steps towards altering the curriculum that teachers outside the 
mainstream have accomplished within many schools are rapidly incorporated into 
the existing culture.  Tyack & Tobin (1994) have found that “departures” from the 
norm were assimilated into the system as quickly as possible.  For instance, added 
classes for bilingual students were taught in the traditional 50-55 minutes 
Carnegie units in self-contained, teacher-centered classrooms and at first glance 
looked and operated like every other course offered in the school (Ibid).   
Waves of reform encouraged a powerful motive to conform to tradition.  
Teachers in ESL, special education, and other social justice oriented positions, 
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had great difficulty sustaining innovative programs without the assistance of 
strong leadership.  In the case of the traditional schools in the Change over Time 
study, strong principals were not enough to ensure successful reform as they were 
often removed from their post before new ideas and practices could take root. 
Leadership succession 
 Waves of reform wielded immediate influences over the school systems in 
the Change over Time study but leadership succession was the most powerful and 
emotional change force at the school level.  Following in the footsteps of a 
charismatic leader, abrupt departures of a principal due to district policy, and 
rapid leadership succession, can foster continuity or discontinuity in a school’s 
course of change (Fink, 2006b).  Planned continuity, where schools had a plan for 
the new leader to continue on a plan of change, was very rare.  Planned 
discontinuity, where innovation began but a leader did not stay long enough for 
change to become inculcated into the school was more frequent.  The most 
common cases were a combination of unplanned continuity and discontinuity, 
where a change-minded principal would leave and the school would revert back to 
its previous traditions.   
The principalship was the prevailing force for short-term change in all of 
the schools, but due to rapid succession rates and poor planning, it failed to 
provide long-term and sustainable improvement in many cases.  Sustaining 
change is not simply an issue for the principal but for the teachers and students as 
they are the ones who remain after the departure of their leader. 
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 From 1990 to 2001, Talisman Park High School had four principals.  Their 
brief administrations ranged from only three to five years.  The grammar of 
schooling outlasted any new initiatives due to the short tenure of school leaders.  
Reform never had the time or opportunity to become acculturated into the system.  
Principals did not have time to become ‘insiders’ and ensure the changes they 
commenced would be sustained.  Their plans were barely set in motion when they 
were either transferred or promoted from the school.  In some cases, their moves 
were sudden and their departing or “outbound” knowledge was not considered by 
the superintendent’s office.   
“Outbound knowledge entails identifying and grooming successors…It 
requires leaders who can distribute leadership and build a community of 
commitment to change so it does not rest on the shoulders of one leader 
alone…This kind of outbound knowledge requires time to develop and 
years for the principal to become a true insider who authentically shares a 
common vision with all of the staff” (Hargreaves et al., 2003, p. 75). 
 
Louis & Miles (1990) found similar results in their research with school 
districts:  “…Relationships with districts can be a modest and continuous source 
of implementation problems for schools, despite the reported high level of 
‘support’ for improvement from this source (p. 50)”.  Frequent principal rotation 
and policy implementation from the district can railroad or deter programs 
developed at the school and classroom level by removing principals before they 
can institutionalize a change or enforce a program.     
 Charmaine Watson, a prior teacher of Talisman Park, was a principal that 
made a strong effort to implement change during her leadership.  She immediately 
made efforts to democratize the school through promoting group decision making, 
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whole school strategic plans and professional development that included all 
members of the school community.  She was transferred abruptly to another 
school in the district after only a few short years and without her guidance the 
school was unable to sustain her positive changes towards creating a learning 
community. 
 Departing teachers also had an effect on the culture of the schools.  In the 
1970’s, another change minded principal at Talisman Park was promoted to a 
lighthouse school in the district.  A good portion of strong teachers followed him.  
This had a devastating effect on the morale of the remaining teachers who decided 
to stay.  Not only did they lose their leader and many dedicated colleagues, but 
lost many of the cultural gains they had achieved.  The cycle of a leader and 
dedicated teachers making gains only to lose them again to the grammar of 
schooling continued at Talisman Park. 
 Perhaps if the core group of teachers that departed with their leader had 
stayed, their open and collaborative culture could have become ingrained and 
sustainable.  But when such a large portion of the staff left, there was little chance 
of preserving change.  New changes and initiatives never enjoyed ownership.  
With principal and teacher turnover rapid and changing, new programs did not 
gain long-term support.  Remaining staff members had to give priority to more 
imminent and superficial problems such as the reform movement and teacher 
vacancies. Louis & Miles (1990) found similar reactions to the immediate stresses 
of school survival.  
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“The school…coped with the problems in a generally superficial way, 
often delaying or avoiding problem-solving efforts, and coordinating 
efforts only weakly.  Influence over the programs in the school was thus 
not widely shared; the collaborative work and interaction that had been 
inspiring in previous change projects were mostly absent.  The 
interference effect of other state-mandated programs and the district-
initiated reorganization were substantial (p. 167).” 
 
 Stewart Heights also experienced the failure of sustaining new initiatives 
due to leadership turnover.  Bill Andrews became principal in 1998 with a clear 
change agenda – to make the teacher-centered orientation of the school more 
learner-centered to better support the diversity of learners.  During his tenure 
parent and student satisfaction increased and community support soared.  
Unfortunately, after only two years, the district reassigned him and his one of his 
assistant principals to other schools in the area.   
Bill Andrews’ replacement was a novice principal.  Needing support with 
governmental compliance, the new principal allowed the department heads that 
dominated previously to reassert their power.  They were getting used to the 
“revolving door principalship” and decided to outwait their new principal’s efforts 
at change.  “We are not going to have a principal come in and tell us what to do” 
(Hargreaves et al., 2003, p. 63). 
 District transfers and rapid leadership turnover continued at Stewart 
Heights despite the clear failure to sustain positive changes over ever shorter 
periods of time.  And veteran teachers continued to outwait reforms they did not 
like, knowing that principals were “never permanent fixtures in the school.”  
“They all (the principals) made their little dent.  Don’t get me wrong, but 
if there was something that people would find really objectionable for the 
most part they would go along with it because they knew that ‘this too will 
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end’ because they (the principals) are transferred after seven years.  Most 
people would go along as far as they could” (Stewart Heights case study, 
p. 52). 
 
 Rapid leadership succession in the traditional schools in the Change over 
time study made sustaining change and innovation highly problematic.  Leaders 
are the second most significant influences on school improvement after teachers 
(Leithwood et al., 1994).  “Principals impact on their schools is greatly influenced 
by people they have often never met – those who have died, or moved on to other 
institutions, or not yet even arrived.  These are principals’ predecessors and 
successors; the principals of the school’s past, and the principals who have yet to 
come” (Hargreaves et al., 2003, p. 3).  The impact of leadership succession is 
most apparent to the teachers who remain behind when their leader has gone. 
Teacher generations 
 Supporting or resisting change among teachers is not only about age and 
level of teaching experience (Huberman, 1993) but about “their generational 
missions of teaching” (Hargreaves & Goodson, case study documents, literature 
review, p. 33).  Mid to late career teachers were the most dominant and influential 
group in their schools.  Those who began their careers in the 1970s during the age 
of optimism and innovation were active change agents during the start of their 
career and resistors of change in later years.   
They felt nostalgia for the early years of their teacher when they had great 
autonomy, idealism, and students that came to class ready to learn (Goodson et 
al., 2006).  As schools grew larger, more diverse, and students more challenging 
to teach, they mourned the days of a “village school” with students that were 
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“easy to handle” (Ibid, p. 34).  “Teacher nostalgia…was…one of either teaching 
academic subjects or transforming the lives of white working class ones in an age 
of teacher autonomy and self-generated innovation, when professional 
commitment meant realizing the enthusiasms of youth” (case study documents, 
final report, p. 30).   
 Veteran teachers who began their careers in the 1970s during a time of 
“internal change agency,” were accustomed to orchestrating change using internal 
processes and personal missions as opposed to responding to external change 
mandates such as standardization (Goodson, 2001).  These teachers were the 
largest cohort in the Change over Time study and the most politically influential.  
In most cases they determined whether a new initiative would succeed or fail and 
their insight into the nature of cyclical reform made them wary and sometimes 
antagonistic of the latest trend.   
The novice teachers in the study had not experienced years of reform so 
they accepted them “as the facts of life of teaching” (case study documents, 
literature review, p. 23).  They were more comfortable with technology and with 
standardized assessments and unhappy with their colleagues’ cynicism. 
 Talisman Park’s “coffee circle” of veteran teachers met every morning to 
discuss various issues such as school reform and district policies.  This politically 
influential group decided upon what changes would take place in the school, 
generally supporting those that supported the traditional grammar of schooling.  
Principal Watson tried to change this by making the school more democratic but 
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when she was transferred, the “coffee circle” regained power.  A novice teacher 
spoke of the frustrations felt by those outside of the “circle.” 
“I do go (to the staff room) every now and then.  But I find that it is just 
mostly gossip.  People just go there to complain about the way things are 
run within education.  I think it is important to socialize with the staff.  
But on a regular basis, I just don’t want to hear all the crap” (Hargreaves 
et al., 2003, p. 55). 
 
In the traditional schools, the veteran teachers were the ones who occupied 
the more desirable posts such as honors and those with academically elite 
students.  These teachers supported the traditional grammar of schooling more 
readily than those who had more teaching challenges or who taught lower status 
courses.  “While these teachers supported high standards and well-defined subject 
matter, they resisted these reforms because of the restrictions placed on 
differentiated curriculum and the tightly regulated learning pace and assessment 
formats in use” (Skerrett & Hargreaves, 2008, p. 927).  The politically 
authoritative veteran teachers who were supportive of homogeneous and 
traditional classes were not equipped for the changing and diverse student 
demographics in their perspective schools.  Unprepared for the challenges they 
faced, they clung to their traditional practices. 
Student demographics 
 Changing student and community demographics affected all of the 
traditional schools in the Change over time study. Internal migration as was the 
case with Sheldon and Barrett, and “white flight” in all of the schools, created an 
impetus for change and had an impact on the teachers and surrounding 
communities.  Teachers who were mainly supportive of collaborating with their 
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colleagues did not often include in their conversations ideas about addressing 
student diversity.  As a result, “increased diversity was often seen as bringing 
about problems of lower standards and deteriorating behavior that had their 
origins solely in the students and their families, and not also in the teaching and 
learning practices of the schools” (case study documents, final report, p. 20). 
 Talisman Park, Stewart Heights, Sheldon, and Barrett all experienced 
drastic changes in their student demographics over the last 10 to 30 years.  When 
the schools were founded, their faculties, values and teaching practices reflected 
their largely white, middle-class student populations.  They experienced 
challenges compensating for the influx of minority and lower socio-economic 
students.  The changes in student demographics challenged their traditional 
Anglo-centered curriculum and led to strife due to the desire of many teaching 
staff to maintain existing practices despite their newly heterogeneous student 
bodies.   
 A veteran teacher at Talisman Park recalled the frustration faced by 
faculty members using the same traditional teaching approaches they had used 
with white students with the new population of bilingual students:  
“In the late ’70s, nearly all the kids were white…We would get a student 
from a different country and we had no ESL program.  I’d place them in 
classes and the teachers would say, ‘How do you expect me to teach them, 
they don’t speak English?’ I said, ‘Well they’re here to learn and that’s 
your job’…Over the years as we got more ESL students we  had an 
ESL program started.  Now…it’s all integrated” (Talisman Park case 
study, p. 42).  
 
In the 1970s, Sheldon High School and Barret Magnet (called Turner High 
School at the time) went through a period of urbanization and white flight from 
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the district to the neighboring suburbs.  With the loss of middle class students, 
both schools struggled to maintain their status as pre-collegiate schools.  The 
neighborhood culture and the support of traditional community members were 
lost.  A teacher at Sheldon described the effects of the changes in the student 
population:   
“We now no longer have a real strong nucleus…a real strong contingent of 
students who are at the upper levels.  Now I’d say 75% of our population 
are academically in trouble.  And they come from difficult situations.  
They come from poverty, they come from families where there are no 
books, no newspapers, there is no one that’s taking them to  see plays at 
Backstage Theatre or to the Bradford Art Gallery.  And in the past we 
drew sons and daughters of university professors, local doctors, lawyers, 
city managers, county managers, school superintendent, you name it.  
They came to Sheldon.  And, we still have kids that work and that try but 
that percentage has changed, dramatically” (Sheldon case study, p. 3). 
 
Many teachers from Talisman Park, Sheldon and Stewart Heights felt 
nostalgia for the past.  They missed the prestige, the community camaraderie and 
the “brightest” students of prior years.  At Talisman Park, even the student 
uniforms reflected the desire to preserve cherished symbols of tradition in that the 
girls had to wear skirts or dresses and shorts were not allowed on campus.  Due to 
forces such as the changing student population and standardized reform, teachers 
felt a loss of autonomy.  The threats to their sovereignty only strengthened their 
will to retain their traditional culture (Skerrett & Hargreaves, 2008).  The final 
change force, school interrelations, made change even more problematic as 
educators were powerless to influence district trends affecting their schools. 
School interrelations 
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 “Change over time is…a historical process of tightening interrelations 
among schools across space in which space and status are increasingly 
intertwined” (case study documents, literature review, p. 38).  Schools affect one 
another, particularly in the current age of globalization and standardization.  With 
the advent of “choice” schools, they must compete for the best and brightest 
students, but are hindered in their creativity because of the tightening 
governmental regulations of imposed uniformity.  Those with missions aligned 
with the traditional grammar of schooling have less of a battle surviving long-
term scrutiny and pressure.  
Until the 1980s, Sheldon High enjoyed an esteemed reputation as a 
prestigious comprehensive school.  Located in downtown Bradford, a northeast 
U.S. “rustbelt” city, teachers remember their “bright” and high-achieving students 
nostalgically.  Sheldon offered enrichment and exploratory courses including 
vocational programs in its modern facility.   
“When I first came to Sheldon High School (1963)…it had tremendous 
resources…a very seasoned staff, an excellent student body.  The student 
body at that time was what I call a cross section of America.  We drew 
from the Florence area down here, which has…you know high socio-
economic area.  Medium income area, which was probably  pretty much 
surrounding the building to what you might refer to as a depressed or…I 
hate to say the word, but lower socio-economic area.  And also we had a 
mixture of races.  We  had blacks, whites, a few Hispanics at the time, very 
few Asian-American, but it was still like a melting pot of America right 
here in this one building” (Sheldon case study, p. 13). 
  
 Throughout the 1970s, Sheldon felt the effects of urbanization and many 
middle and upper class students fled to the suburbs.  In 1981, a new 
superintendent was brought in to assist the district in desegregation.  Part of his 
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plan was to promote integration through establishing magnet schools, essentially 
making all of the schools in the district “schools of choice.”  Neighboring schools 
were forced to compete with each other for the “brightest” students in order to 
survive.  The opening of Henry Barrett Magnet High School in the district had 
dire consequences for Sheldon.  Although Henry Barrett was founded in an 
attempt to desegregate the district through attracting white families to send their 
children to city schools by offering a pre-collegiate curriculum, it created 
inequalities between neighboring schools that did not have the resources or social 
capital to compete on an even level.  A teacher explained the loss of community 
and school support Sheldon experienced: 
“Well there are two white flights basically.  One of them was a result of 
what’s  happening in the country as a whole, where people are abandoning 
the city.  And the other is the white flight within the structure of the city 
school district, where suddenly (because of the magnet system) parents did 
have a say in where their kids went to school over the whole 
community…The Bradford Academy of Art and Barrett, at the time, got 
more money, had better facilities, had a faculty which wanted to be 
there…Barrett…has become the school of choice for middle-class 
African-American families, educated families who want a really good 
education and support it, have a real sense of the value of education and 
also want ownership of the school to some degree.  So Barrett has a strong 
middle-class and upper middle-class black community and a very 
supportive white community.  We on the other hand…I say to everybody 
to characterize Sheldon quickly, I send kids to Harvard and the state 
penitentiary, and there is nothing in the middle” (Sheldon case study, p. 
29). 
 
 During the same time period, Sheldon faced increasing requirements from 
the federal, state and district levels.  Faculty felt enormous pressure to increase 
the test scores of their students for both compliance and prestige reasons.  To 
compete with Barret Magnet and other community schools for “desirable” 
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students, Sheldon placed preparation for test performance over other interests.  
The principal at the time, explained, 
“We said we were going to focus on instruction.  We’re going to 
abandon…what we discovered is that every teacher in English, every 
teacher was teaching things that they  enjoyed, those things that they liked, 
those things they felt the kids would like.  We said,  ‘no.’ We’re going 
back to look at what it is the English exam is going to test and then back it 
down all the way through the ninth grade level and teach skill 
development, skill development, skill development.  In ninth grade, there 
will be certain skills we will develop; in tenth grade there will be certain 
skills developed; and in eleventh grade will be nonstop preparation for the 
test” (Sheldon case study, p. 52).   
 
 Despite a few short-lived efforts by leaders and faculty to accommodate 
the different levels of learners in Sheldon, the changing student demographics and 
school interrelations slowly and aggressively pushed educators to re-assert the 
traditional of the grammar of schooling.   
“For a conservative school, for an old-fashioned school, the new 
comprehensive exams, despite the terminology, despite the rubrics, despite 
a number of things, is just good old  fashioned writing…So the staff is 
going to be ready for that because it’s not…even though it’s an innovation 
in terms of expectations, it’s not innovation pedagogically.  It’s old 
school…old, old school” (Sheldon case study, p. 62). 
 
The fatigue from competing with local schools, accountability demands and loss 
of a supportive community sent many teachers into isolation, discouraging change 
initiatives that could respond to the needs of the diverse, non-traditional student 
population.    
Conclusion 
Talisman Park, Sheldon High, Stewart Heights and Henry Barrett 
remained steadfast in their values, central beliefs and practices.  Waves of reform, 
leadership succession, teacher demographics, changing student demographics, and 
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school interrelations bound the faculty and staff in the long term affirmation and 
maintenance of their original, conventional values, keeping any change efforts not 
coinciding with the traditional grammar of schooling at bay.  The five change 
forces identified in this study interlocked and overlapped with each other and 
were entrenched in political, cultural, and technological drama.  Power struggles, 
competing cultures and interests, and failed technical aspects of reform 
implementation contributed to the schools adherence to traditional practices. 
The next chapter will discuss the research design of the main study, 
provide the research questions, and the rationale for the study. 
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CHAPTER 4 
RESEARCH DESIGN 
 
Introduction 
 
 This was a mixed methods single case study seeking to understand change 
over time in a small town Massachusetts secondary school from a vocational and 
technical focus to a college preparatory focus.  The school shifted to subscribe to 
the structural institutional images of the traditional grammar of schooling such as 
dividing classes by grade level and subject, self-contained classrooms, a focus on 
core subjects such as math, English and science, and teacher centered classrooms 
(Angus & Mirel, 1999; Cuban, 1984; Katz, 1971; Louis & Miles, 1990; Sarason, 
1971, 1990; Tyack & Cuban, 1995).  As both qualitative and quantitative methods 
have specific strengths, it was valuable to approach this research question from 
both angles to gain a detailed and historical picture of change in the school 
community over time.  In this chapter, I specify research questions, supply a 
rationale for the study, and describe the main study.  A detailed description of the 
research site may be found in the next chapter. 
Research questions 
To further understand how a non-traditional secondary school evolved into 
a traditional school over time, three questions guided this study: 
1. What were the technological, political, and cultural factors that 
influenced a non-traditional school to adopt and maintain a 
traditional identity? 
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2. What path did a secondary school follow in creating and 
maintaining its traditional identity? 
a. Did educators and community members actively pursue a 
traditional identity for the school, or did it gradually evolve 
by default and assumption? 
b. Were the reactions of the educators and community 
members reactive or proactive? 
3. What does understanding the factors involved in a school’s 
evolution from a non-traditional to a traditional structure tell us 
about educational change in general? 
Rationale for the study 
Much attention in the educational change literature is given to the 
implementation of innovative schools and reforms. An important and often 
lacking perspective relates to how non-traditional or innovative secondary schools 
adopt traditional structures and values.  The reasons and motivations for non-
traditional schools to either actively pursue or passively accept traditional 
structures through default and assumption is key towards understanding the bigger 
picture of educational change.   
Prior to employing reforms challenging the status quo, it is valuable to 
gain a better understanding of the cultural, political and technological factors 
involved in the evolution of a traditional school.  This is particularly important 
since many innovative schools tend to lose their original innovative practices over 
time (Hernandez & Goodson, 2004) due to pressures to conform to the vision of 
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real school (Metz, 1986) or the traditional grammar of schooling (Tyack & 
Cuban, 1995). 
Most educational change literature, research, and reform work tends to 
focus on large city districts, driven by urban regeneration such as achievement 
gaps and spreading successful reform from one school to many (Datnow et al., 
2002; Giles, 2007; Louis & Miles, 1990; McQuillan, 1998; Meier, 2002; Oakes, 
2002; Shirley, 1997).  It is important to look at the history of education of large 
numbers of people and their teachers who are encompassed by the dominant 
debate of implementing and sustaining educational reform.  Because only eight 
percent of Americans live in cities of one million or more (Population Reference 
Bureau, 2007), it is crucial include the voices of teachers, schools, and 
communities in rural and isolated locations (Brouillette, 1996; Lynd & Lynd, 
1929; Mazer, 1976). 
I chose to study Martha’s Vineyard Regional High School as a single case 
study because I was a graduate student working alone, rather than being on an 
expensive project involving a large team of researchers. Focusing on a single case 
study allowed me to see a school microcosm in detail.  The natural geographical 
parameters of Martha’s Vineyard made it an apparently self-contained 
environment unlike the Change over Time schools that were constantly affected 
by uncontrollable and external forces.  The isolation of the island was both a 
limitation and strength in this respect.   
The final reason for choosing to study Martha’s Vineyard Regional High 
School was that it was such an interesting place.  This island epitomized how 
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external forces and factors, cultural and political, of a greater and sometimes 
global nature, impact even and sometimes especially, apparently isolated cases 
like this.  There were many players and competing interests on this small slice of 
land: long-term islanders, Native Americans, Brazilian immigrants, washashores, 
and summer dinks.  It was, in an apparently self-methodologically, self-contained 
environment, a place where one remarkably look at how all of these forces impact 
the school on another level.  Unlike the urban and suburban study of Change over 
time, this study looked at how change forces affected a rural and relatively 
isolated environment. 
Methodology: A mixed method single case study approach 
This was a mixed method single case study using a concurrent mixed 
methods design (data collected and analyzed using both qualitative and 
quantitative to answer a single research question.)  I chose this method of research 
to increase the rigor or credibility of interpretations and inference quality 
(Tashakkori & Teddlie, 2003).  I used House and McQuillan’s (1998) Three 
perspectives on school reform along with Hargreaves & Goodson’s (2003) 
Change over time research project as a conceptual framework and groundwork for 
pre-coding and framing interview questions. 
The quantitative component 
The quantitative component of this research provided a clearer picture of 
the history of the school and a more accurate explanation of change over time in 
the community population. Using the district census data, I broke down the 
population by growth, socio-economic levels, gender, race, and ethnicity trends.  I 
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searched whether and how these trends had any impact on change in the school 
community.   
I compared the above factors to Massachusetts and national averages 
during the same time periods.  This comparison allowed me to make any 
inferences on the patterns of data, accounting for both randomness and 
significance.  I divided the population data by decades, finding the most 
significant growth after 1970, so much of my analysis was focused on this time 
period.  Data also demonstrated that the high school began its move from non-
traditional to traditional around this time period.  I found little significance with 
data on gender, but there were some significant differences in socio-economic 
levels as well as race and ethnicity data when comparing Dukes County to the 
state of Massachusetts and the United States.  I further explored the reasons for 
any significant changes in the population with the qualitative component as 
quantitative data supplied only a limited picture of change over time. 
The benefits of quantitative data collection, particularly census data, was 
paramount in determining any significant changes in growth, socio-economic 
levels and gender, racial, and ethnic backgrounds in the population.  The 
subsequent use of qualitative data collection such as conducting interviews and 
archival research allowed me to obtain a rich detail of the path and evolution 
behind the change from non-traditional to traditional, and to determine whether 
those changes were affected by the changing populace.   
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The qualitative component 
“Qualitative research is best for understanding the processes that go on in 
a situation and the beliefs and perceptions of those in it” (Firestone, 1993, p. 22).  
Census data offered valuable information regarding the growth of the population 
and changes in the general populace, but could not grant the detail required to 
understand the perceptions and historical background of the community.  The use 
of a qualitative component in this study was essential as I was researching, in an 
open ended inquiry, the many and unknown possible factors, processes and actors 
that went into the creation and maintenance of a school’s traditional structure.   
In addition to the pre-coding afforded by findings from the Change over 
Time research study, some variables were unknown prior to data collection.  This 
is why a qualitative component was so necessary as this was a contextual case 
study.  “[Case studies] must cope with the essential problem that, because the 
context is part of the study, there will always be too many variables for the 
number of observations to be made, thus making standard experimental and 
survey designs irrelevant” (Yin, 1981, p. 59).  Conversations with long-term 
school community members made available the opportunity for the discovery of 
further variables which quantitative research could not render on its own. 
Perceptions are highly contextual (Yin, 2003), and are interrelated with the 
phenomenon of change over time, which was another motive for the use of 
qualitative data collection and analysis in this study.  According to Peshkin 
(1993), it is extremely valuable to understand the “processes by which a life or 
small town or classroom takes on its particular character” (p. 24).  Without an 
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accurate understanding of the complexity of what happens not only in a school, 
but the community surrounding it, we cannot possibly provide pertinent or valid 
suggestions on improvement.  Metz (1978, in Peshkin, 1993) portrays this 
importance: “We need to know what the schools do, why they do it, and with 
what consequences before we prescribe what they should do differently” (p. ix). 
Sample and access 
I initially used purposive sampling to draw participants for interviewing.  
Members of the both the high school and wider community were among the 
participants.  At this point, I used a chain sampling design (also known as 
snowballing) and word of mouth to obtain further participants who were familiar 
with the long-term culture of the school (i.e., parents who attended the high 
school, retired teachers and administration, etc.) To obtain a well-rounded view of 
the changes within the school, I reached out to participants outside of the physical 
school building, such as members of the historical society, the boys and girls 
clubs and past employees of the school and district.   
Chain sampling was particularly helpful to me as the researcher as 
referrals were the best avenue to take towards obtaining information-rich data 
(Merriam, 1998; Sandelowski, 2007).  This method did not provide a random 
sample but it provided me with a more accurate picture of change over time in the 
school culture (Patton, 1990) through interviews with key long-term teachers, 
administrators and school and district personnel.  Immediate access to the long-
term islanders was difficult as I was an outsider and it took some time to build 
trust.  Washashores were helpful in this respect.  They introduced me to the 
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colleagues and friends that they felt would provide the best historical data on the 
school.  After a few weeks of networking and trust building, islanders became 
open and forthright about school happenings and shared “insider” information that 
only they could provide. 
Much of the data was gained through interviews due to the need for 
descriptive data.  I interviewed 21 key members of the school community for 
approximately 1 hour each.  Some interviews lasted on 45 minutes, but many 
lasted up to 2 hours.  I was impressed by each participant’s dedication to the high 
school - past, present, and future.  Every participant told his/her story with 
obvious love for the high school and island community.  None were rushed or 
eager to finish the interview and some did not want the interview to end.  This 
was such a difference from research that I have conducted in the city of Boston, 
where participants were anxious to move on to their next task.  One parent and 
past student of the high school told me a few days after the interview how 
mentally exhausted she was after the interview – that recalling all of the memories 
was quite emotional, entertaining, and healing.  I cannot thank these individuals 
enough for all of the support, honesty, and valuable time they offered.   
The members of the school community that I interviewed were: 3 
principals (from 1979-present), 7 veteran teachers, 3 guidance counselors, 3 
school board members, 2 members of the original school board in 1958, a former 
Superintendent, a former Assistant-Superintendent, a retired school employee, a 
former head of the vocational program, an employee of the Martha’s Vineyard 
Commission, a member of the local Boys and Girls Club, an employee of 
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Martha’s Vineyard Community Services, and 11 parents (7 of these parents 
attended the high school as students.)  The numbers appear to add up to more than 
21 people because almost all of the participants interviewed satisfied more than 
one category (i.e., parent and teacher; parent, guidance counselor and teacher; 
principal and parent etc.)  This granted detailed stories about the history of school.  
I chose not to give specifics on each person to keep the anonymity of participants.  
As Martha’s Vineyard is a small place, it would be effortless to determine their 
identities if too much detail was given.   
Using this type of interviewing, parents were able to reflect on differences 
in the high school from when they attended to when their children attended.  
Current administrators could consider the changes from their time as students in 
the high school.  The two members of the original school board who were 
interviewed were still relatively active members of the school community.  They 
provided a wealth of detail and invaluable perspectives of long-term change.  
Interview participant ages ranged from mid 30s to late 70s to obtain data that 
spanned over the 50 years of the school history.  All of the teachers interviewed 
had 5 or more years of experience at MVRHS.  Most attended the high school as 
students.  The guidance counselors were also veteran staff.  All participants were 
white as there was little diversity among school staff.  I also chose to interview 
teachers in an array of subject areas (science, math, English, Special Education, 
and technology) to gain an overall view of the school as individual departments 
may carry differentiated cultures, practices, and beliefs.  Twelve women and nine 
men comprised the interview pool.   
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I conducted two follow-up interviews when I found some information 
lacking and I increased the original interview pool from the original design plan 
of 16 participants to 21.  At this point I felt that the information that I was 
receiving was becoming repetitive (i.e., it had reached saturation.)  Initial 
interviews took place in person and not necessarily in the workplace.  Interviews 
were transcribed.  I triangulated and verified findings through extensive 
interviewing with various members of the school community, not just those 
currently working at the school.   
Conversations about change can be personal; therefore, I met participants 
in spaces where they felt comfortable sharing this type of information.  Follow-up 
interviews were conducted in person, over the telephone, or by email.  I 
maintained personal notes to augment the interview transcripts.  I tracked my 
personal interpretations and insights (Miles & Huberman, 1994) as this was 
valuable in data interpretation.  
Historical data was gathered through the review of artifacts and archives, 
including historical books and articles on the area, newspapers, the school 
website, and documents provided by the Martha’s Vineyard Commission, the 
local Historical Society and the MV Boys and Girls Club.  Both the Historical 
Society and Boys and Girls Club have impacted the high school for many years 
and supplied historical information as some classes and extra-curricular programs 
have been linked to these organizations.  
Through the combination of census records, school records, interviews, 
local news reports and various community organizations, I studied the history of 
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the school and its leadership, determining the sustainability and non-sustainablity 
of educational change efforts, particularly in the transformation from a non-
traditional to traditional focus. 
Data analysis 
I began data collection with the quantitative and historical data stated 
above and augmented these findings with details from interviews. While 
collecting data through interviews and archives, I recorded, coded and sorted the 
data, looking for commonalities and differences for further analysis.  All 
interviews were recorded and transcribed.  I began with line-by-line coding 
(Strauss & Corbin, 1990) and kept a memo to record any emerging patterns and 
trends.  As interviews progressed, I made an alteration in coding by decade. It 
became apparent that the periodization of change in the case study school was 
affected more by principal tenure than by decade or major time periods as in the 
Change over Time study.   I altered my coding slightly to accommodate this 
knowledge and sorted data by decades within each principal’s leadership tenure. 
Table 4.1 demonstrates the periodization of principal tenure by decade: 
Periodization of principals 
1950s, 1960s, 1970s 1980s, 1990s 2000 2010 
Principal 1  
(1959-1979) 
Principal 2  
(1979-1999) 
Principal 3 
(1999-2008) 
Principal 4  
(2008-present) 
 
As data collection came to a close, I reduced the coding to a concise group 
of generalizations and then analyzed the findings in light of relevant research 
(Miles & Huberman, 1994).  The five major themes from the Change over Time 
study were used to begin data analysis.  Second order constructs emerged that 
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were relevant to these themes.  Codes that arose from waves of policy reform 
were: grammar of schooling, standardization and policy reform, and 
superintendent’s office.  From leadership succession, six constructs emerged: 
leadership style and influence, islander v. washashore, gender, vision, emotions, 
and mission/vision.  Teacher demographics codes included: career stage, 
generation, nostalgia and memory, change-mindedness, department (including 
balkanization, isolation, and collegialty), and commitment and professionalism.  
Student demographics codes entailed: island economics, island demographics, 
race, ethnicity, track, and islander v. washashore.  The final force, school 
interrelations, had only four constructs: school identity, town identities, 
curriculum changes, and history.  Because I used the five change forces from the 
Change over Time study, many of the second order constructs were similar.  
These included: standardization, leadership style, gender, vision, emotions, career 
stage, generation, nostalgia, balkanization, race and ethnicity, and school identity. 
As data collection continued, two of the second order constructs (island 
economics and island demographics) arose as major themes.  School interrelations 
became less important as a long-term change force.  All themes were also checked 
consistently from the standpoint of the three perspectives: political, cultural, and 
technological. 
I conducted follow-up interviews and shared findings to ensure 
consistency in analysis and making inferences.  A number of interview 
participants shared additional stories and details after reading the findings.  I 
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thanked them for taking such an interest in the research and applaud them for their 
dedication to the school community.  
Institutional approval and ethical considerations 
 This study was deemed to be low-risk and was therefore considered 
exempt from full review of the Internal Review Board (IRB) of Boston College.  
The IRB determined exemption after an application was submitted describing the 
full extent of the study (see appendix a for relevant IRB application documents).  
Each interview participant signed an informed consent letter that described the 
purpose of the study and the main research questions.  The letter explained that 
there were no foreseeable risks to their involvement in the study and that they 
were free to withdraw from the study or decline to answer any questions.  They 
were encouraged to ask any questions during or after the interview.  The letter 
also stated that all participant identities would be strictly confidential and 
anonymous.   
 Much care was taken in reporting the qualitative data so that participants’ 
identities would remain unknown.  The name of the school was given due to its 
special status as an island school.  Therefore, despite pseudonyms it would be 
possible for individuals to determine the identities of the school principals.  
Principals were aware of this risk and precautions were taken not to include 
anything personal that they did not feel comfortable sharing with the general 
public.  Findings were shared with all participants prior to others, including the 
dissertation committee. 
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Pilot study 
As described in Chapter 3, the findings of the four traditional schools in 
the Change over Time research project (Hargreaves & Goodson, 2003) revealed a 
long-term struggle and eventual failure to implement innovative change in the 
traditional schools over time.  In this study, I focused not on why change failed, 
but on the reasons for the case study school’s sudden emergence or long-term 
evolution from non-traditional to traditional.  Despite the difference in 
perspectives between studies, the findings in the Change over time study provided 
a framework for framing interview questions, coding data, and comparing and 
contrasting findings.   
The Change over Time project was one of a few studies of its kind to offer 
an understanding of the various and inter-related change forces on school change 
over long periods of time.  As most research focuses on only one perspective of 
reform such as cultural, political or technological (House & McQuillan, 1998), the 
Change over Time project considered all three perspectives, establishing a pre-
coding of categories that assisted me in my line of questioning. Findings in the 
Change over Time study revealed five main themes that were used in this study to 
both frame interview questions and organize coding:  waves of policy reform, 
leadership succession, teacher demographics, changing student demographics and 
school interrelations.   
I combined the findings in the Change over Time study with the three 
perspectives of reform to guide the collection of both my quantitative and 
qualitative data.  For instance, I looked for any changing trends in student 
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demographics, and high rates of turnover through census data and school records.  
Then I determined if these trends impacted the school through extensive 
interviewing with long-term members of the school community (see interview 
protocol.)  Through further questioning, I determined whether the local middle 
schools in the area that fed students into the high school had any impact on the 
evolution of traditional schooling. I kept in mind that there were various other 
possibilities for the creation and maintenance of traditional structures and values 
other than those found in the Change over Time study. 
The story unfolds 
 The next chapter will tell the story of the Martha’s Vineyard Regional 
High School from the perspectives of the four principals.  It begins with a brief 
description of the island and small town high school.  The story is told from the 
perspectives of the members of the school community including the principals, 
teachers, school board members, parents, and coaches.   
The history of the school is periodized by principals as change in the 
school was initiated mainly by the school leaders as opposed to outside influences 
or general educational change movements.  The tenures of each principal were 
lengthy and interview participants viewed each term as a specific period in the 
school’s history.  The stories of change and lack of change are entrenched with 
the culture and politics of school community and its surrounding influences.  
Immersed in the qualitative data are quantitative findings including population 
trends on the island, Massachusetts, and the United States.  Further quantitative 
data including more census detail, research findings from external consultants, 
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and surveys done by the Martha’s Vineyard Commission will be discussed in the 
future implications section of the final chapter. 
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CHAPTER 5 
 
PRESENTATION OF FINDINGS 
The island of Martha’s Vineyard 
Martha’s Vineyard is the largest island on the southeastern coast of 
Massachusetts.  It is approximately 3 ! miles from the southern coast of Cape 
Cod and is accessible boat and ferry departing from five locations on the 
mainland.  Access by ferry is mainly from Woods Hole, Massachusetts as this is 
the closest point to the island.  There is also access from Falmouth, New Bedford, 
and Hyannis in Massachusetts, and Quonset Point in Rhode Island.  “The 
Vineyard” is also accessible by air travel via Boston, Providence, New York, 
Philadelphia, and Washington, DC.  The Martha’s Vineyard Regional Airport is 
located in the middle of the 20 mile long, 9 mile wide island.  During the summer 
months, and increasingly in the off-season months, it is common to see celebrities 
flying into this airport for some time away from the hustle of big cities.   
 The Vineyard is part of Dukes County with Chappaquiddick, Nomans, 
Cuttyhunk, and the Elizabeth Islands, incorporated in 1668.  The descendants of 
the first governor, Thomas Mayhew, will likely announce their background within 
minutes of introduction, as social standing and heritage are valuable commodities 
on this island.  Locals will be quick to tell visitors that true “islanders” are born 
on Martha’s Vineyard, and “wash-a-shores” or “cosmopolitans,” even those who 
have lived on the island for many years, are visitors.   
Vineyarders maintain a deep sense of community, in part due to the long 
winters of being separated physically from the mainland, and in part due to the 
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pride of living on such a beautiful and pristine stretch of land.  Living off the land 
and sea is a common thread among islanders and fosters a kinship among 
neighbors.  Islanders make an effort to support locally grown and crafted 
merchandise and drive from farm to farm to purchase eggs, milk, and flowers.  
The farmer’s market in West Tisbury hosts a bi-weekly display of goods 
throughout the summer.  Visitors can purchase clothing advertising the “Island 
grown” initiative here or at Alley’s General Store and Cronig’s Supermarket.  
 Each town has its own personality and focus.  Tisbury is the largest of the 
towns on the west side of the island.  It bustles all year around in the main village 
of Vineyard Haven as it where the main ferry and boat ports are situated.  The 
second largest town of Edgartown, including Chappaquiddick and Katama, is 
recognized for its wealth and beautiful main streets of expensive clothing, 
jewelry, and tourist shops.  Oak Bluffs is most known for its vibrant nightlife, and 
charming gingerbread cottages.  It has also been a popular vacation spot for 
affluent African-Americans since the early twentieth century and a historical 
place throughout the century for the abolitionist and equal rights movements.  
West Tisbury, in the center of the island, is a community known for its many 
artisans, craftsmen, and agriculture.  Chilmark is where the moneyed, elite, and 
some of the country’s wealthiest power brokers go to hide in the secluded and 
rural environment.  Chilmark includes Menemsha, the quaint working fishing 
village that was highlighted in the movie Jaws.  Chilmark has been known 
throughout the history of the island as a famous place for whaling and locals and 
visitors alike may purchase fish fresh out of the water.  The final of the island’s 
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towns is Aquinnah, a seaside community known for its beautiful clay cliffs and 
Native American heritage of the Wampanoag tribe.   
The Wampanoag Indians were the first inhabitants of the Vineyard and 
they called it “Noepe,” meaning “In the midst of the sea.”  In present day a small 
Wampanoag tribe lives “up-island” near the cliffs of Aquinnah, albeit only a 
small portion of the original numbers remain on the island.  2000 Census data 
found only 91 registered members living in Aquinnah.  Children living on the 
island can visit the Wampanoag village and learn about the culture through song, 
dance, and arts and crafts. 
 One of the earliest schools in Massachusetts was opened on Martha’s 
Vineyard in 1651.  This school was the first mentioned in writings although there 
was a grammar school available to islanders for many years prior.  In the early 
eighteenth century, a law was passed that every town with more than 50 families 
should have a school.  In addition to some small private schools, the towns of 
Edgartown, Tisbury, and Chilmark opened a “moving school” that was physically 
moved between the towns throughout the year to accommodate as many children 
as were interested in attending.   
  Martha’s Vineyard is also home to one of the earliest known deaf 
communities and the special dialect of sign language called “Martha’s Vineyard 
Sign Language” was created there.  In the 1850s there were an unusually large 
number of deaf people in the community, particularly in the town of Chilmark.  
The use of sign language was widespread, and most islanders, deaf and hearing 
alike, signed to one another.  
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Martha’s Vineyard Regional High School 
 Twice a month locals can get the latest information on the Martha’s 
Vineyard Regional High School (MVRHS) at a casual meeting called “Coffee 
with the Principal.”  In the Library Conference Room, students, parents, and 
faculty meet to discuss the most pressing items on the agenda, from busing issues, 
budget cuts, and student awards.  Although the school has become traditional in 
structure, it is a place reflective of local values, and traditions.  Martha’s Vineyard 
Regional High School served the towns of Oak Bluffs, Edgartown, Tisbury, West 
Tisbury, Chilmark, and Aquinnah and has a student population of around 750 
students.   
The student population is mostly white (82.1 %), with Hispanic (7.3%), 
African-American (2.5%), Asian (1.5%), and Multi-Race, Non-Hispanic (4.9%).  
2007-2008 census data found 8% of the students were English as a Second 
Language, compared to 15.1 of the state; 3.2% were Limited English Proficient, 
compared to 5.8% of the state; 7.2% were Low-income, compared to 29.5% of the 
state.  An interesting finding was that 22.4% of MVRHS was in Special 
Education, compared to 16.9% of the state average (detailed statistics are 
available on school website at: http://www.mvrhs.org/mvrhsinfo/index.html.)    
Most interesting is the fact that the MVRHS has one of the highest per 
student expenditures in the state of Massachusetts despite the fact that Dukes 
County ranks last in the state in per capita income (Aberg, 2008).  In an interview 
between the School Principal Meg Ronald and Dawn Aberg of NPR Station of the 
Cape and Islands, Meg spoke of the difficulties in serving all types of students in 
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the school.  The Massachusetts Comprehensive Assessment System (MCAS) 
scores were above average for the state, with 60% of students planning on 
attending 4-year colleges, and 25% planning on attending 2-year colleges and 
trade schools. 
 Unlike urban schools that often have a high principal turnover, such as the 
schools in the Change over Time project, Martha’s Vineyard Regional High 
School has had much slower rates of leadership turnover and periods through 
which the school has moved.  Perhaps more than is true for urban schools with 
rapid leadership turnover, the isolated and rural community is defined by who has 
been principal during those particular periods.  Therefore this chapter is organized 
in four sections.  Each section is dedicated to the key principals, the changes they 
championed, the issues they struggled with, and the eras that they symbolized 
over the periods of their tenure.   
PRINCIPAL PAUL DANIELSON  
LEADERSHIP FROM 1959-1979 
 
The opening of Martha’s Vineyard Regional High School 
 
 In the 1950s and 1960s, the population growth on Martha’s Vineyard was 
slower than in the state of Massachusetts.  From 1950 to 1960, Dukes County 
grew at a rate of 3.5% compared to 9.8% in Massachusetts (see appendix d-f for 
details.) From 1960 to 1970, the growth in Dukes County was only 4.9% 
compared to 10.50% statewide. Nonetheless, the steady growth on the island over 
the years required rethinking among the neighborhood schools as maintaining five 
separate K-12 schools was financially taxing.   
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The origin of the Martha’s Vineyard Regional High School began even 
before the population growth, in the living room of Mrs. Duarte in 1928.  A long-
term, and socially connected islander, she foresaw the needs of the island’s 
schools.  Her name was repeated consistently throughout the interviews with 
those who lived on the island during the years of the school opening, or who had 
parents involved in the regionalization efforts.  The influential and prominent 
women’s coffee group that met in Mrs. Duarte’s home desired one high school to 
serve all of the children on Martha’s Vineyard.  Thirty years of coffee, 
conversation, and much drama later, the Martha’s Vineyard Regional High School 
opened its doors. 
The original agreement and first proposal for a regionalized high school 
was presented and voted upon in 1955 but it would take another 2 years for the 
financing due to rejection of the vote by the town of Tisbury.  The other towns 
accepted the agreement but the town of Tisbury had the largest number of 
residents on the island, giving them greater financial responsibility and impact on 
their budget.  The 35% (based on the larger year-round population) of the cost of 
a new school assigned to Tisbury in the original agreement was too costly.   
A member of the school board at the time explained the nuances of the 
final acceptance of the agreement for regionalization in 1957. 
“The Agreement was finally adopted by Tisbury in 1957, after the 
committee agreed to reduce the size of the original plan for the building, 
and the Towns of Oak Bluffs and Edgartown agreed to increase their share 
of the High School annual budget from 25% to 27.5% in order to reduce 
Tisbury’s share to 30%.”  
 
Each town agreed to pay a fixed percentage of the annual high school budget until 
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1989.  At this time, the agreement was amended to have each town assessed based 
on its proportion of student enrollment in the school. The high school committee 
initiated this change without much involvement from the school administration or 
the towns themselves. 
When the vote was finally passed in 1957, there was still resistance, but 
this time it was from the high school itself.  The backlash from the prior lack of 
support for regionalization created a sense that the high school was not receiving 
the same attention or sense of pride as the now local K-8 schools.  A retired 
committee member reminisced: 
“The high school when it came into being was an ‘adopted child’ and 
therefore it didn’t get the attention that other schools got.  I pursued that as 
far as I could.  My evaluation of that was that that impression originated in 
the high school itself.  It wasn’t the towns that felt that way.  It was the 
high school that was feeling as if it were being treated as an adopted child.  
They didn’t feel there was a sense of investment in it.” 
 
This feeling of being less favored and partially abandoned evolved from 
difficult events prior to the school opening. The town of Oak Bluffs also resisted 
regionalization.  This was due to local school pride more than financing.  There 
was the feeling that having their high school students go to a regionalized school 
would take away from their existing culture, practices, and traditions.  In a place 
like Martha’s Vineyard, where many islanders spend a lifetime, dramatic changes, 
particularly those that challenge existing long-term traditions, are remembered for 
generations.  During my interviews, a number of participants mentioned that there 
is still resentment for the regionalization of the high school from 50 years ago, 
particularly from older generations.   
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Although there has always been a strong camaraderie among Vineyarders, 
there has also been rivalry among towns.  This rivalry contributed to the hesitance 
and often outright anger felt during the movement to regionalize the high school.  
Jim Norton, author of “Walking in Vineyard Haven, Massachusetts (2000),” 
describes this division: 
“Many who visit the island of Martha’s Vineyard for the first time assume 
that Islanders live in a single community, bound together by the ocean 
waters that surround it.  It does not take long to discover that the Island is 
clearly divided into six separate towns, each with its own history and each 
fiercely jealous for its own traditions and prerogatives.  In this way, the 
Island is more like a tiny continent divided by artificial boundaries into 
many nations rather than a single people.” 
 
As the Vineyard does not have major corporations or companies, towns do not 
identify themselves in the traditional way of “company towns.” Schools are the 
main focus of the identity of island towns, and a regionalized high school 
threatened characteristics from town traditions and folklore to community school 
pride in educational accomplishments and sports teams.  Prior to the high school 
opening, one of the favorite events on the island was basketball.  There was 
intense competition between towns.  Consequently, the town of Oak Bluffs, 
known for its talented and winning team became one of the biggest obstacles in 
gaining support for regionalization.  Regionalization became known as the “R 
word” as if those discussing it would be struck down by lightning. 
In 1977, the mortgage of the high school was paid, which was a major 
accomplishment.  As a commemorative event, the treasurer of the school (who 
was also the President of the bank on the island) thought it would be creative to 
have a celebration of the burning of the mortgage.  He contacted the Bank of 
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Boston that held the mortgage, and most unusually, they offered to print out a 
mortgage for them to burn.  The Bank Manager explained to the school board that 
this was a special occasion for all as it was rare in the Commonwealth for the 
original members of the agreement to be around 20 years later to celebrate the 
initiation of a mortgage.  The chairman of the high school committee coordinated 
the festivities, inviting a number of the original committee members to ensure that 
it would be a memorable and special event for those in attendance.   
At the celebratory dinner, the original chairman shared his story of the 
school opening with his table.  A former committee member and guest at the table 
reminisced: 
“[The first chairman of the high school] said that when they were bringing 
the agreement into being that his windows were soaked, his tires were 
slashed, that just the public local sentiment was so intense over not 
wanting to lose their local high schools, that his memory of that 
experience was very vivid.  So it was a real accomplishment.” 
  
 The first years after the opening of the high school were building years.  
Creating a basic infrastructure was the primary responsibility of Principal Paul 
Danielson and his staff.  A number of teachers were hired from the local K-8 
schools, giving the new students a sense of comfort with the new location, and a 
continued sense of community and shared culture.  The apparent personality of 
each town created difficulties in how to run various school functions and extra-
curricular activities and sports in particular.  This struggle between values in each 
town would continue to the present day and resentment against the high school 
regionalization that took place 50 years ago is still expressed by many at dinner 
tables around the island.   
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 The school began with a very rigid classical curriculum until the 
leadership transition in the late 1970s.  Student handbooks from the early years of 
the school remained static during these years and the revolutionary movements of 
the 1960s of the mainland did not affect the island for another 15 years or so.  
Interview participants who were students at the time spoke of how the 
administration would ask the girls to kneel on the ground to check that the length 
of their skirts touched the floor.  There was a strict dress code for both boys and 
girls except for “mod days” when students could buy a button for a quarter for the 
senior fundraiser and wear whatever they wanted. 
The isolated geography of the island sheltered the community from much 
of what was happening during the 1960s.  However, a few incidents stood out in 
the minds of participants.  These memories were still frightening reflections after 
so many years, mainly because the island was considered such a quiet and safe 
place and acts out of the ordinary were so noticeable. 
A long-term islander and high school student in 1969 told her story: 
“When I was a freshman, there was a huge drug bust and they wouldn’t let 
the police go in the school.  The police wanted to go in the school and 
drag the kids out of the classes.  So they had to wait outside so when we 
walked out of the school, they pulled them out of line.  It was horrific.  
Unbelievable. It was really something I’ll never forget because it was 
scary…you know…it was one of those…then it was ‘69-’70 so there were 
a lot of protests and demonstrations for the Vietnam War.  All that kind of 
stuff was going on so we saw police interacting with teenagers…and free 
will and freedom of speech and all that kind of stuff was really prevalent 
in the media and then to have them come and do this to these kids.  There 
was an informant that ratted on everybody and it was this really big deal.  
And it never happened again.  It only happened that one time.  It was a 
really ugly scene…It was brutal the way it was handled.” 
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 In the late 1960s, the drug scene of the times found its way to the 
Vineyard.  Interview participants mentioned that the situation really got out of 
hand before parents and school staff realized what was going on.  Although 
drinking and drugs were a big problem and in the winter, a main entertainment, 
the benefit of living in such a small town was that discipline was easy.  Since the 
islanders knew each other (and each other’s children), students who left school 
campus during the day or misbehaved after hours were recognized almost 
immediately and a phone call home soon followed.  A former student laughed 
about his time in high school: 
“Here you got caught everywhere – no matter what you did...it was so 
funny.  Where were you going to go? You could only go so far.”  
 
Another former student remembered cutting class and stopping at the four way 
stop only a mile down the road.  When she looked up from the steering wheel, her 
father’s car was directly across from her.  She ended up getting caught by the 
school and her parents within minutes of her absence. 
Traditional formats with lecture-based classrooms were the norm, 
although reflections from participants of this time felt that the first years were 
building years and there was no real focus or identity for the school (i.e., 
traditional, vocational, trade etc.) other than it being the first and only 
regionalized school on the island.  Classes were tracked in core subjects with 
three main levels of A, B, and C.  There was little cooperative learning or group 
work with the exception of a couple teachers who practiced the latest teaching 
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techniques behind closed doors.  These teachers were truly exceptional and were 
mentioned by name repeatedly throughout interviews. 
The tracking levels were a source of contention for many.  Students 
assigned to the C level were not challenged to the same extent as others.  A long-
term islander explained: 
“Somehow I got stuck in the C group for Biology…I didn’t belong there 
and they said it was scheduling.  I remember going into the class and [the 
teacher] giving a study guide with 20 questions on it for the test the next 
day and we’d go in and that would be the test the next day.  And I got 
straight A’s in Biology all year and I’d see the other class with the kids in 
the A and B groups and they would have so much fun.  I mean they looked 
like they were having fun to me because they were really learning 
different terms and Latin terms.  We dissected a carrot.  They dissected a 
little more than a carrot.  It was not that I wanted to cut an animal up, it’s 
just that I wanted them to give me a chance to say I want to do it…or it’s 
going to gross me out.  So there were flaws…” 
  
Tracking would continue to present times, but to a different extent.  Over the next 
two decades, the divisions between levels would lessen over time.   
Vocational Education 
The regional high school was initially meant to have an academic focus 
despite the large percentage of tradesmen on the island.  In the 1940s, there was a 
history of vocational training in the three local schools.  Students interested in 
becoming an electrician attended the Oak Bluffs School.  Carpentry was offered 
in Tisbury and plumbing in Edgartown.  This type of relevant and hands-on 
education was an integral part of the island economy.   
In the late 1960s, a push for a vocational program at the high school level 
began that was motivated by two main groups.  The first was the local 
community.  According to one of the pioneers and major supporters of the 
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program, the “tradesmen” have been the backbone of the community throughout 
the history of Martha’s Vineyard.    
“Vocational graduates stay in their community and they serve the 
community…they’re on the boards…Now, there are people on the school 
committee, on the board of health, the water department…they are 
selectmen.  These are the kids that were in my programs.  When I see all 
these trucks with names on them - There are all kids that went through 
these programs.  They are still here and still giving to this 
community…not to Wellesley or to wherever else they might be if they 
were a stockbroker.  There is no opportunity for those people here.  If you 
aren’t going to be a doctor, a lawyer, or a teacher, a college degree isn’t 
worth a lot here.  A plumber’s license is worth more.  I just see [vocational 
training] as a backbone to this community.” 
 
Another group of stakeholders interested in continuing the tradition of 
vocational and technical training were the teachers.  According to a veteran 
teacher and past student, there were mixed emotions among teachers whether to 
initiate a vocational program. 
“Initially…no one wanted to teach those kids…but no one wanted to lose 
them…there was a real rift in the faculty.”  
 
Individualized learning did not exist yet, and the teachers struggled in their 
teacher-centered classrooms on how to successfully teach both academic track 
students and the students needing work-related, practical school experience.  
Some teachers wanted a vocational program so that they would have fewer 
discipline problems in their classrooms.  Most teachers recognized the need for an 
alternative to the classical curriculum.  A retired teacher and past Superintendent 
explained the reasoning behind the initiative,  
“If you really want to affect the system and create opportunities that are 
relevant for these kids…and I do believe in relevant education…If it’s not 
relevant, then it’s really not education, it’s sort of an enhancement.”  
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 In 1969 a work-study program called CORE or “Cooperative Occupation 
Related Education” was started.  It received tentative approval from the 
Department of Education.  Students took coursework relevant to their field for a 
week; and then applied what they learned in practice the following week.  
Employers from around the island were recruited to support students in their 
hands-on practice.   
This “week on, week off” practice worked for a while, but it had two main 
drawbacks.  The first was that the vocational students were separated entirely 
from the regular curriculum and the rest of the school.  Due to scheduling, their 
time spent on school grounds was isolated from the rest of the student population.  
When they were in the classroom, much of the coursework was geared around 
worksheets.  The second drawback to the program was that the state would not 
support the program with Chapter 74 funds (vocational education) since the 
students were in school 90 days out of the year instead of 180 days.  To gain 
approval, employers would need to become certified in vocational training.  This 
was not a feasible option, so the work-study program ended in 4 years later in 
1974 and a full-time vocational/technical program was developed. 
 Three vocational tracks were created: nursing/child care, horticulture, and 
culinary arts.  Around 100 students out of 400 signed up for this program.  Half of 
the day was spent in the classroom and half was spent learning the practical 
applications of lessons.  Having the students on-site was an improvement but 
there was still a feeling of isolation from the academic track that would take some 
future scheduling changes to lessen.  
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 Retired colleagues referred to Principal Paul Danielson as “a good friend 
of mine,” and “a nice person.” Former students remember him as “stern, scary, 
and nice” and for his ability to “speak straight” and get his point across without 
confusion.  Teachers spoke of his desire to “keep the island ways.”  New ideas 
brought to him were scrutinized at first, but if teachers and students fought for 
them, he backed them wholeheartedly.  He was known as a leader who tested the 
conviction and passion of his staff.  Challenging current practices was not taken 
lightly; the longer a custom was in place, the more protection it received.  When 
asked for a specific example of this adversity to change and dedication to 
tradition, a former student explained,  
“We went in [to his office] and they had this certain type of covering for 
the yearbook and they were all purple and they had this gold print.  He had 
them all lined up on the shelf.  And so we wanted to be radical back in ‘75 
so we wanted to make it a white cover instead of purple.  And he said, ‘Do 
you see all those yearbooks up there?  I don’t want a white one up there.’” 
 
 Reflections on the times by former students repeatedly contemplated the 
small-town feel of the island.  It was a time that everyone knew everyone.  The 
desire of Paul Danielson to protect the “ways of the island” was felt by many.  
During a time of war, rebellion and change, tradition and safety was desired.  
Interview participants remembered times when the elitism and classism imported 
by washashores of recent years did not exist.  They remembered this despite the 
fact that the economic difference between towns was more apparent and that there 
was more noticeable poverty down island.  The different towns retained their 
personalities.  A student during the early 1970s explained, 
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“The Oak Bluffs kids are the same types of kids as when I was growing 
up. So it’s pretty funny how [each town still has] the same reputations of 
preppy, honkytonk, quiet, treehuggers…you know that kind of stuff.” 
  
 The drawback to the personal attention and small town feel of the 
Vineyard was revealed when students left the island for college or to pursue a 
career.  The stress of being “a number” off-island was a shocking difference in 
culture.  Towards the end of Principal Danielson’s tenure, around 40% of the 
students were going to college.  Many of these students dropped out after a year 
or two due to being overwhelmed and not feeling prepared to handle the academic 
rigor of college.  It would be a major challenge for the next principal to balance 
the protection of island values with the necessary preparation for life away from 
the Vineyard.  A retired school committee member said “this is a nice place with 
caring people, but not realistic about life.”  Milton Mazer (1976), the founder and 
former Director of the Martha’s Vineyard Mental Health Center explained the 
difficulty islanders encountered when leaving the island:   
“The islander who visits a city for the first time often experiences a sense 
of incomprehensible disturbance.  He has not yet learned to screen out the 
great variety of sensations to which he exposes himself.  Walking down 
the street, he looks into each face as he is accustomed to do in his own 
village and soon finds himself experiencing pyschological nystagmus.  
Finding no face he recognizes, he may be swept be a feeling of dread and 
isolation so intense that he returns home forthwith.  It is not uncommon 
for island children beginning college to find separation from their social 
network too stressful and to return home within a few days.  For on the 
island no resident is perceived as a stranger, and he is assumed to share the 
common values and the common trails of life” (p. 23).   
 
The desire of islanders to have an active social life and visit with neighbors for 
the latest news and gossip was demonstrated by the decision of some of the local 
towns to maintain their post office boxes.  The towns, large enough to have mail 
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delivered, chose to keep the boxes as a community place.  The town of West 
Tisbury still holds a number of PO Boxes at a local store called Alley’s.  This 
store bustles with neighborhood chatter most every minute its doors are open. 
Principal Danielson’s term of leadership did offer opportunities in the 
areas of sports, drama, and music that provided students with rewarding lives 
outside of the regular school day.  A guidance counselor who was a student at the 
time explained that it was popular to be involved in all of these extra-curricular 
activities throughout the school year.  She reasoned that starting in the early 
1990s, scheduling conflicts made it impossible for scholars to be in so many after-
school activities.  A veteran teacher and former student felt that in present years, 
kids are pressured by parents to do well in specific fields and therefore do not 
have the internal ambition and drive for the diversity of activities that she 
remembers from her childhood.  Another guidance counselor mentioned the kids 
today tend to work hard for rewards such as sweatshirts and scholarships as 
opposed to working hard for the love of learning:   
“I don’t think kids have the heart that we did when we were younger…like 
we would do it for the love of reading or the love of the sport.  You know, 
they are doing it because their parents are pushing them or…it’s become 
more recreational which is disappointing to me.  I don’t want to generalize 
because some teenagers are more competitive than others.  I just feel that 
as a whole…they don’t have the desire or the passion that we had.” 
 
 All interview participants that attended the high school during the 1960s 
and 1970s felt this nostalgia on some level.  The times were referred to as “more 
politically active,” and participants felt that they were more powerful and able to 
make a difference than in present times.  The active involvement in peacekeeping 
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and rallies against the Vietnam War seemed more personal than the seemingly 
futile objections to the war in Iraq.  According to this cohort, today’s knowledge 
society with the Internet, cell phones, and media interpreting the latest news “like 
a video game,” depersonalizes and weakens change initiatives.  
 The “social efficiency” focus of Paul Danielson’s tenure would change 
with the arrival of his successor.  The concentration on primarily vocational 
studies would be balanced with a college preparatory curriculum, allowing the 
school to move from training students to hold down a job, to enabling them to 
fulfill their personal potential.  Most of all, it would allow students more 
flexibility in their futures when economic times became more difficult on the 
island. 
PRINCIPAL TOM SAMUEL 
LEADERSHIP FROM 1979-1999 
 
 Many school leaders take great pride in the quality and dedication of their 
teachers, students, and community, but few more than Principal Tom Samuel.  He 
was thrilled to share stories about his past leadership and the many successes he 
and his staff accomplished during his 20 years as the Principal at the Martha’s 
Vineyard Regional High School.  During this time, the school first began a slow 
path of strengthening the vocational program, followed by an increased focus on 
college preparatory and traditional academic coursework.   
 Towards the end of his predecessor’s tenure, the high school began to 
increase its numbers with an influx of newcomers, and with them came a desire 
for change.  Huge growth occurred during his leadership.  From 1970 to 1980, 
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Dukes County surged by 46.20% and by another 30.20% in the next decade.  The 
state of Massachusetts gained at a much slower rate, around 6% during these 20 
years.  A few of the accomplishments during Tom Samuel’s leadership were 
doubling the size of the building, adding a vocational wing, and reaching out to 
the community for additional space to use for vocational studies and meetings.   
 Community and school members who worked with Tom spoke of his quiet 
and continuous support.  Tom admitted that he was never a verbose person and 
spent much of his time in his office finding ways to bring money, support, 
professional development, and recognition to the hard-working teachers and staff.  
Much of the success of his leadership was not due to being a stereotypical 
charismatic and garrulous principal, but due to genuine distributed leadership with 
teachers, where credit was given to others rather than to himself.  Teachers that 
worked with him explained how quickly and positively he responded to their 
suggestions of curricular changes, desire for additional programs and professional 
development (including initiatives and grants for off-island coursework and 
workshops).  This was accomplished through countless hours of meetings and 
phone conversations with the surrounding community (analysis chapter, Diers and 
Shirley). According to a veteran guidance counselor, “[Tom] was the wizard 
behind the curtain.” 
 Both Principal Samuel and his successor Meg Ronald learned early in the 
job how difficult it would be to earn the trust of the island community.  Martha’s 
Vineyard is a place where one is accepted as an “islander” only if one is born 
there (and preferably have many generations of family from the island).  Tom 
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Samuel admitted that it took 3-5 years for him to make decisions without having 
community members knock on his office door questioning his motives.  To 
Principal Samuel, this was not a negative thing, but proof positive of the concern 
of a small rural town to maintain its island values and beliefs.  During his first 
years as Principal, he overheard a student asking a science teacher, “Is this off-
island chemistry, or on-island chemistry?”  This distrust of mainland pedagogy 
and “city” way of life was a consistent finding throughout my interviews.   
 Consistent with the educational change literature, the veteran teachers 
were the most hesitant of the new principal.  Many of the teachers had worked in 
the high school since its opening 20 years ago, and some had taught in other 
island schools before the high school even opened.  There was a great deal of 
teacher autonomy under Paul Danielson.  One example was that the Drama 
teacher set his own work hours.  When Tom Samuel challenged some of this 
autonomy by implementing some structure such as set work hours for teachers, he 
was met with a good deal of resistance.  Over the next few years, Principal 
Samuel would earn the support of the tentative teachers and find that those who 
seemed to be the most hesitant would turn out to be the ones behind the 
accomplishments of future change initiatives.   
 Interview participants felt that one of Tom’s biggest accomplishments was 
keeping teacher initiative alive while implementing change.  A veteran school 
board member reflected on the success and contradictions of Tom Samuel’s 
leadership: 
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“Teacher initiative has continued to be a strong element of regional high 
school life, which appeared to happen in spite of [Paul], and with the 
encouragement of [Tom], as a contrast in their leadership styles. During 
[Tom’s] time, the expansion of student foreign travel, AP programs, the 
introduction of a laser lab, of video creation and a school newspaper, and 
of technology all began and developed from teacher initiative, with 
[Tom’s] approval, but not his active engagement. In contrast, he knew 
every mile and stop of the school buses.” 
 
 Six days after taking the position, the Superintendent who hired Tom took 
leave due to extreme illness.  Tom was hired by him to implement change, but 
then found an immediate lack of support from the district office.  He knew from 
his past experience that he would first need to learn about the community and the 
philosophy of the school; therefore, he contacted 60 different organizations for 
support.  He asked if each organization would send a representative to a meeting 
to talk about what they thought was important to the high school.  He was 
rewarded with 40 volunteers from local businesses and organizations.  They were 
divided into small groups to come up with a list of values they felt were pertinent.  
Then a large meeting was scheduled that included all representatives and the list 
was solidified and presented to the school committee for consideration.  The 
school committee was hesitant, but quite impressed with the community input; so 
the document was shared for feedback from the teachers, student council, and 
then went back to the community and school committee.  These meetings were 
the foundation of the future curriculum.  Years later there would be more focus on 
the personal objectives of students, and less focus on following a strict program of 
studies.   
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 An active member of the school committee at the time explained that the 
community support that Tom Samuel brought to the school was one of the ways 
that he won the support of veteran teachers.  Another way he gained their support 
was “his quiet dedication to his job.”  The school committee member explained: 
“The beginning of [Tom’s] tenure was extremely difficult, mostly due, 
from my perspective, to faculty resistance to the prospect of less 
autonomy, and that the leading clique’s disappointment that their in-house 
candidate for the position who would assure their autonomy was not 
appointed.” 
 
During the 20 years of Principal Samuel’s leadership, the school never lost 
a levy.  There were only three times that a particular town voted against a budget.  
His grass-roots community development proved successful.  Due to massive 
increased enrollment in the 1980s, the teachers and community members did 40 
different presentations around the Vineyard asking for financial support to double 
the school in size and to assist the vocational program with locations for hands-on 
practice for what students were learning.   
To their delight, support came from even the most unsuspecting places.  A 
local restaurant that closed in the off-season months of September through May, 
rented their space at low cost to the culinary and child-care vocational programs.  
Senior citizens donated money and used space in the school after hours.  Instead 
of closing the doors at the end of the school day, a passerby could see lights on in 
the building until late into the evening.  Even the automotive vocational program 
opened its doors to the local community and allowed senior citizens to get their 
cars fixed at cost and even grab a meal in the school cafeteria cooked by students.  
The horticulture vocational program lent a hand to the community by providing 
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free labor at some of the local buildings and maintaining a beautiful school 
campus.  The Martha’s Vineyard Regional High School developed into a place 
used by all members of the community. 
Curricular Changes 
 At the beginning of Tom Samuel’s tenure, there were three vocational 
tracks.  They were isolated from the rest of the school in large part due to 
scheduling.  Principal Samuel worked with the head of the vocational programs to 
alter the schedule so that students could take a combination of courses from both 
the academic track and vocational track.  This would alleviate some of the 
seclusion felt by vocational students while allowing some diversity in coursework 
to students in the academic track.  According to Principal Samuel,  
“You can never know when a youngster comes to your school whether his 
[or her] academic deficits are biological or environmental so every 
youngster needs to be given opportunities to go to their ultimate 
potential…I’ve seen IQs jump 50 points just by being in the proper 
program.”   
 
The scheduling changes and the increased involvement of the vocational 
programs in the surrounding community improved the status of the program.  In 
1980, through incredible community support and creative networking on the part 
of the principal and school staff, the school doubled in size.  The student 
population climbed from 400 students in the early 1970s to around 800 students a 
decade later.  The school was able to expand the vocational program from three to 
five tracks.  The three original tracks remained: nurses aid/child care aid, culinary 
arts, and horticulture.  Two more were added: auto-marine mechanics and 
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building trades.  These five tracks represented the spectrum of the island 
economy.   
According to Principal Samuel, general vocational building trades were 
chosen “because the employers on the island would rather have a generalist as 
opposed to a specialist.”  In this program, students learned an array of skills that 
were beneficial to obtaining employment on the island such as: shingling, finish 
work, building, and rudimentary electricity.  Auto-marine mechanics was chosen 
for similar reasons.  An impressive auto-mechanic shop was built along with eight 
academic classrooms and a greenhouse for the horticulture track.  Culinary arts 
moved to the dining room, now dedicated to the original pioneer of the vocational 
program.    
 Some other changes that coincided with the new addition of the school 
was that the office of the superintendent moved to an old church building.  The 
vocational students in the building trades did most of the renovations.  It was 
determined that the superintendent’s office would be in the old confessional, an 
entertaining but fitting location.  The building trades students went on to build  
senior citizen housing on nearby Lake Street, supervised by certified builders and 
electricians. 
 Although an improvement to the CORE program where vocational 
students were mostly isolated from their colleagues, there was still a division 
between tracks.  The vocational students were quite often assigned to lower level 
classes.  It is important to note that students could choose to take a combination of 
levels for different subjects.  The same student could take an “A level” English 
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course and a “C level” math course, an improvement to traditional tracking 
practices.  Teachers were well prepared in their context and there was strong team 
spirit, so despite the fact the teaching was very linear and little attention was paid 
to using different teaching approaches or team professional development (aside 
from a few individual classrooms), the students received much personal attention 
and strong academic support.   
 Towards the end of Principal Samuel’s term of leadership, the movement 
to de-track began.  Social studies started the trend in 1993 for first-years, seniors 
followed in 1995, and the rest of the school in 1997.  De-tracking caused some 
scheduling complications, making life difficult for guidance counselors 
attempting to maintain small class sizes.  The sciences were the most opposed to 
de-tracking, perhaps because now “C level” and vocational students would now 
attend those classes.  The superintendent at the time also objected to this form of 
de-tracking because he did not understand the need for integrating the vocational 
and academic tracks.  Tom Samuel explained: 
“[The Superintendent] was objecting to the way in which we rotated 
traditional academic periods in sync with the vocational blocks.  Planning 
for block scheduling for all classes started soon after with the ongoing 
leadership and input from the faculty.  They worked with me and 
eventually everyone bought into the value of the idea.  I understand that 
there were some departments that raised questions about it after I left.” 
 
 Block scheduling at the high school was not treated as a reform by many 
teachers, but as a way to increase uninterrupted instructional time and lessen 
traffic in the hallways.  Consistent with many other schools that adopted block 
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scheduling, the classes doubled in time but remained essentially unchanged.  An 
active member of the school staff at the time explained: 
“It was to some of us not really a block scheduling as an instrument of 
reform driven by curriculum.  It was rather putting the existing curriculum 
into different size boxes - 85 minutes every other day rather than 45 
minutes every day in self contained traditional classrooms.  One evident 
consequence to the relief of all staff was that students spent less time in 
the halls passing between classrooms.  Part of its impetus came from the 
example of the Tisbury School, which had previously adopted block 
scheduling in its 5-8 grade section to allow for team teaching and project 
based instruction as curricular reforms. But…the major thrust was to 
explore ways of integrating the vocational and academic programs. Part of 
that issue…is that Voc Ed became known as a dumping ground for weaker 
students.” 
 
A veteran teacher mentioned that block scheduling coincided with the 
gentrification of the island.  Although the gentrification was mostly due to 
seasonal residents and did not bring academically motivated students to the 
island; it had a major effect on the cost of living.   
“Most of the gentrification was seasonal.  But it increased the cost of 
living on the island to where many of the craft occupations did not provide 
adequate incomes for families to make ends meet on the island.  Much of 
the grunt labor was provided by our Brazilian population, which presented 
its own social and academic challenges as evidence of social change from 
outside, that impacted both island life in general and our regional high 
school in particular.  That population also appears to be declining as 
economic conditions in Brazil improve.” 
 
There is still college preparatory tracking available at the high school.  
The division is much less apparent than in past years but interview participants 
still feel there is some segregation between the vocational and academic track 
students.  Block scheduling is still challenged but alternate solutions have not 
been offered. 
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Community diversity and values 
 Throughout my research of the Martha’s Vineyard Regional High School, 
I was impressed with the determination of the community to maintain their 
traditional values.  A significant part of the island’s history is the Wampanoag 
tribe based up-island in the town of Aquinnah.  In the early 1980s, after the tribe 
was federally recognized and sanctioned, the teachers and administrators of the 
high school held meetings up-island to talk about ways to include some of the 
tribe’s culture in the curriculum.  As a result of these meetings, tribal language 
studies were included to help save the language and the Wampanoag dance group 
was invited to perform at an international day at the school.  Tom Samuel 
remembered these “culture days” and reflected on one in the middle of his tenure: 
“A key event with the tribe occurred in the late ‘80s in one of our ‘culture 
days’ at the high school.  We had the Wampanoag Youth Dancers 
introduce the school wide program and some of the school’s top athletes, 
who were Wampanoag, lead the performance. It was received by the 
student body with a level of interest and respect that none of us had 
anticipated.” 
 
 The respect given to the Wampanoag dancers was particularly memorable 
as the past relationships between the islanders and tribe were unsettling.  
Interview participants remembered racist stories and comments that took place 
during the late 1960s and early 1970s. Tom Samuel’s time as principal showed a 
slow healing of past hostilities. 
“We worked with the Wampanoag parents from the beginning of my 
tenure.  There had been some serious feelings of alienation during the term 
of my predecessor.  I attended many of the Wampanoag youth Saturday 
cultural classes and we eventually formed a parents group with which I 
met regularly.  I made it a point to attend almost every annual tribal 
‘Cranberry Day,’ participated in activities and occasionally helped gather 
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the cranberry crop.  Their day was a ‘religious event’ that focused on tribal 
heritage and culture.  When I realized its importance, I recognized it as a 
school credited cultural event for tribal participants.” 
 
 During the early 1980s, there was an influx of Brazilians students on the 
island.  For many years, the administration and staff made efforts to introduce 
Portuguese as a subject in the school to represent the new population of students 
and because there were many families in which the Brazilian elders did not speak 
English.  When the administration ran surveys, they found that the families with 
ancestors from Portugal and the Atlantic Islands did not support the idea.  In 
1990, surveys indicated that German and Russian were the top choices.  The 
school made other changes to support the immigrant students.  These students had 
very different educational backgrounds and needed individualized support.  The 
school could not find a certified English as a Second Language teacher so hired 
someone within the community to assist with English.  Principal Samuel 
explained: 
“The Brazilian population influx was a very interesting challenge in the 
'90s. Among these teens was an extreme mix of student skills. In some 
cases, students from rural areas came to us with only a fourth grade 
education. In other cases, older educated students needed a language 
transition to community colleges with which guidance worked closely. 
Because we could not find a certified ESL teacher, we established a 
program in Special Ed and staffed it with a highly respected and college 
educated local Brazilian man who was working as a manager in the Island 
lobster business. His boss, who had been a school committee member, was 
very supportive in creating a flexible time schedule for him.” 
 
As the Brazilian population grew, the school held a Brazilian Parents Night that 
was advertised through letters home, and announcements in the businesses and 
churches.  At this meeting, the teachers and administrators met with parents using 
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translators when necessary.  Tom Samuel did a short welcome with the ESL 
teacher as translator.  Relations seemed to improve after this meeting and student 
attendance improved. 
 Principal Samuel reflected on one Brazilian student in an extraordinary 
situation.  She was hearing impaired with no language skills in any language.  Her 
parents felt she would not be able to work outside of the home so hesitated to send 
her to school.  She was isolated at home as her parents were not aware that the 
high school could serve her needs.  In Brazil, the schools did not help hearing-
impaired students with instruction.  The school reached out to them and with 
hesitation, they agreed to send her for a trial period.  She was taught American 
Sign Language by a hearing-impaired graduate of the high school and did 
exceedingly well.  Tom Samuel was proud of her and the flourishing support 
provided by the high school: 
“American Sign Language was perfect for her and English was no 
complication, since she did not know her native tongue. I had hired one of 
our graduates as a teaching aide who was a hearing impaired woman for 
whom years earlier, I had set up our first hearing-impaired program. She 
became the girl's primary mentor.  The girl was very bright and soaked up 
her first exposure to any education at an amazing speed. With her mentor's 
support she eventually found a position working effectively in an Island 
grocery store. Every time I saw her there, her eyes lit up and I received a 
heart-warming greeting. I am sure this was the same reception enjoyed by 
all who taught her.” 
 
Efforts by the administration to include the Brazilian students would continue, but 
as with the Wampanoag students, a divide would remain between them and other 
islanders. 
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Leadership Turnover Plan  
Although the Martha’s Vineyard Community Services was established in 
1961, there was little coordination with the high school for many years.  
Particularly in the early years of Tom Samuel’s tenure, there was a sense from 
school staff that the schools were the only place held responsible for the behavior 
of school age children on Martha’s Vineyard.  In later years, after community ties 
were more developed, the high school remained the locus of the community, and 
therefore retained its accountability for community happenings involving high 
school students.  After 20 years on the job, Principal Samuel prepared an 
extensive leadership turnover plan for the incoming principal.  One of the key 
components of the plan was to assist the “washashore” in learning the culture of 
the school.  He stayed for most of the summer with the new principal assisting her 
with the transition to a new job, and to island life.  
“[Tom Samuel] gave me information about the island, the school…at that 
time we were buying a fleet of buses so we worked on that.  He was kind 
of coaching me on the culture and the teachers and the whole calendar of 
the year.  So that was a very helpful introduction to me to have a prior 
principal who had been there for 20 years and to give me the skinny 
[laughing] on the school and so on.  And so I learned a lot that summer 
about the teachers and a lot of people stopped by and said hello.” 
 
It did not take long for Meg Ronald to learn how crucial her role in the 
community would become. Within weeks of taking over as principal, during the 
4th of July Parade, the hockey team threw hard candy at the crowd.  The next day, 
Meg received a call from the local press asking for her opinion on what had 
happened.  She soon realized that she and the school staff were accountable for 
everything involving their students - all year around.  Educators around the 
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country feel this type of pressure, but it seems more intense in a small and rural 
place such as Martha’s Vineyard.  Working in one of the schools, particularly as 
an administrator is not a job, but a way of life.   
“I soon realized that I was really the spokesperson and person responsible 
for every high school teenager on the island year-round…I was their 
principal, but not in a way that most principals in other schools are 
principals, where they are principals from September to June.  Here you 
are the principal all year around.  If kids throw candy in the 4th of July 
Parade – you’re the person responsible.  So you suddenly realize that this 
is not just a job.  This is a way of life on the island. And you are stopped 
in the street, stopped in your front yard, stopped in the supermarket.  You 
are given advice.  You are given feedback about kids, about the school, 
about the regional.  You are given history and it’s amazing.” 
 
As a researcher, I found the endless scenarios told by interview 
participants almost comical.  Teachers and administrators were cornered in the 
supermarket by angry parents, or praised for a successful lesson plan while 
gardening in their own front lawn.  During her interview, Meg Ronald laughed 
that she was almost as popular in the local papers as Bill Clinton during the 
summer weeks of his vacation on the island.   
“The media was like – this is Hilary Clinton and Bill Clinton coming to 
the Vineyard.  And I was right up there with Bill Clinton in the local 
papers…Yah, we rivaled each other in the amount of media coverage we 
got.  The media coverage as a principal here is incredible.  You have to be 
really prepared for that.  You are interviewed on a weekly basis.” 
 
Out of curiosity I did a quick search online for archives on Meg Ronald in both 
the Martha’s Vineyard Gazette and Martha’s Vineyard Times and found 140 
results in the Gazette, and 187 results in the Times.   
This attentiveness from community members was both a blessing and a 
curse.  On the positive side, there was an incredible amount of support for the 
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school.  Islanders were involved in the daily decision-making.  It was not 
necessary to ask for assistance when a line of parents was offering help.  
According to a veteran coach and teacher, “You have to have a viable community 
to support education.”  On the negative side, no one could escape the vigilance of 
their fellow islanders.  During the winter months, the only entertainment was the 
neighbors.  A retired Superintendent explained how difficult keeping privacy was 
for educators.  Every time he left his house, he was noticed.  The following day, 
someone would say,  
“I saw you at the supermarket,” or, “I didn’t know you were friends with 
so and so.  I saw your car parked outside their house.”   
 
A veteran teacher told a story of a colleague who went to the Bahamas for 
some gambling.  When the bank manager noticed large withdrawals from his 
bank account, he called the man’s wife to bring him back home.  This must have 
been a popular story at the time as it was reiterated in my interviews and in Milton 
Mazer’s book titled, People and Predicaments where he described the difficulties 
of living on Martha’s Vineyard year around in the 1970s.  If a local had too many 
drinks, the police officers knew them by name and would give them a ride home.  
This was a common occurrence as it was mentioned during several interviews. 
 In addition to assisting the incoming Principal with learning the culture of 
the island, Tom Samuel created a “substantial book” for the new leader that 
included a collection of letters, programs, curriculum, and suggestions for 
handling paperwork for the state.  He also included many budgeting details.  Due 
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to massive turnover in the Superintendent’s office, he was accustomed to 
developing his own budgets alongside the other island principals.   
Sustainability and Standardization 
Many of the changes that occurred during Principal Samuel’s leadership 
were inculcated into the culture, so he was confident that most of the 
achievements would continue into the next phase of leadership.  He also left his 
legacy in the school library, which during his leadership became the largest 
collection of books on the island.  Over 38,000 volumes demonstrated his 
dedication to making the high school academically competitive and giving the 
students the tools for college placement. 
 The extensive turnover in the superintendent’s office was the biggest 
threat to the maintenance of school culture.  The vocational program was an 
integral part of the school, particularly to long time islanders with children 
planning to take over family businesses.  The peril to this program seemed most 
apparent during the last years of Tom Samuel’s leadership and the first few years 
of Meg Ronald’s tenure.   Compelled by a new superintendency to transition back 
to a “pure rotating schedule” instead of block scheduling, the faculty panicked at 
how to work vocational education into the new plan.  It seemed impossible since 
the vocational students needed block scheduling to allow for large chunks of time 
for applied, hands on experience.   
The superintendent’s office continued the request, powered by the state to 
standardize the curriculum and perform well on MCAS.  This was despite the fact 
that the high school won the “blue ribbon” award in 1988 and 1996 and was 
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performing well on standardized testing.  Tom Samuel used this award as a way 
to create a unifying focus and sense of pride in the school.  A long-term supporter 
of the school explained the importance of the blue ribbon award to the island: 
“The distinctive qualities that won such recognition were the level of 
community, especially parent, involvement and support, and its character 
as a comprehensive high school - both academic and vocational in the 
same building. These factors grew out of [Tom’s] leadership in the unique 
circumstances of a regional school on the island of Martha’s Vineyard.  
They coincided with, and in some ways anticipated, reforms sought 
nationally.” 
 
Still pressured by the superintendent’s office, teachers strengthened their 
unionization out of fear for their jobs and the atmosphere of trust began to 
dwindle.  During interviews, veteran teachers repeatedly mentioned how difficult 
it became to balance what they felt was best for the school with pressure from the 
state and the Office of the Superintendent.   
Pressure to standardize curriculum was felt intensely during the transition 
years.  MCAS provided an incentive to provide a unified curriculum among the 
K-8 schools since their students would be heading to a regional high school.  Each 
of the local schools had (and still have) their own personalities and interests.  For 
instance, the Oak Bluffs School was known for the quality of its math program 
and athletics.  With the assistance of MCAS scores, it became apparent which 
schools were strong or weak in math, English and science.  Some initial school 
committee meetings made attempts at standardizing the curriculum, but these 
“vertical integration program meetings turned out to be a cookie swap.”  They 
did, however, begin crucial conversations among islanders, pointing to the future 
  128 
standardization issues the high school would face if the K-8 schools did not begin 
working together on curriculum alignment.     
An online program called “curriculum mapping” was developed to assist 
teachers between schools in organizing their curriculum and pedagogy around 
state standards.  This began in the late 1990s and is still available although very 
few teachers have ever taken advantage of this program.  Intended to encourage 
sharing and conversation, it had a well-meaning purpose.  It did not fare well for 
several reasons.  The first problem was that it was a top-down initiative.  Plans 
not initiated at the grass-roots level on Martha’s Vineyard have very little chance 
of long-term survival.  The culture of the island is to distrust outsiders and protect 
the interests of the local community.  Second, when the schools did not 
immediately take responsibility for the new program, the superintendent’s office 
began to enter data and lesson plans for them, further lessening school “buy-in” 
for the agenda.  Wanting the program to succeed, the district tried to help lessen 
the paperwork and time-consuming data entry that they knew took time away 
from teaching and learning.   
On the positive side, MCAS encouraged school administration to provide 
more time during the school day for teachers to work together on professional 
development.  Even though support was available for learning new techniques and 
taking workshops, much of this was given to veteran teachers who traveled off-
island after school hours or during the summer months.  A large portion of time 
was set aside to look at patterns in MCAS results and to improve scores.  But time 
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was also spent on how to protect programs that were important to the school but 
not reflected in state standards.   
During the years before and during the leadership transition from Tom 
Samuel to Meg Ronald, the integrated math program was threatened.  The 
teachers and administration rallied, recognizing the need for a richer and broader 
curriculum on the Vineyard than in other places.  They were concerned that 
standards would be harmful due to their type of community.  There were many 
students who had never been off the island.  A standardized curriculum geared 
only around the basics would put them at a disadvantage, particularly if they 
planned on attending college or accepting a job away from home.  The same 
environmental isolation that kept islanders on the Vineyard ensured a sense of 
security from outsiders.  It was difficult for representatives from the state to 
periodically check on the schools.  If test scores were strong, there would be little 
reason for the state government to intervene.   
Before retiring and leaving his post, Tom Samuel worked with school staff 
on compliance to the New England evaluation (1993).  It took several years to set 
and re-set the curriculum.  This accomplishment ensured a smoother leadership 
succession.  The new principal would have the issues of how to compensate for 
the rapid increase of college-bound students, and the decrease in enrollment for 
the vocational programs.  From the mid 1980s, the high school went from a 
substantial drop out rate and being 40% college bound to over 70% college 
bound.  Findings demonstrate that this change in school focus was due to three 
main factors.  The first was leaders that listened to the needs of the community.  
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The second change in focus was the national trend of increased college 
attendance.  And the most substantial reason was the changing economic structure 
on the island, reflected at the school level by the changing student demographics.   
PRINCIPAL MEG RONALD 
LEADERSHIP FROM 1999-2008 
 
As with most newcomers to the island of Martha’s Vineyard, islanders 
were skeptical about the anticipated duration of Meg Ronald’s term.  There was 
an expectation that the new principal would stay for at least 10 years.  The terms 
of the last two high school principals were 20 years.  In a place where status was 
mainly earned by how many generations of ancestors one had born on the island, 
a decade of leadership seemed little to ask of newcomers.  Meg Ronald spoke 
about her first days as principal: 
“I think the teachers were at first just concerned whether or not a person 
coming from off-island would last.  There was a real concern – I moved 
here from California…but there really was concern I think on the students 
part, on the parents part, and on the teachers part that this was sort of a 
flash in the pan type person whose gonna come in and razzle dazzle, the 
first principalship…and then be gone in a couple of years.  And because of 
that I wasn’t really welcomed by anybody in a really heartfelt way.”  
 
William Labov’s (1972) study of sociolinguistic patterns on Martha’s 
Vineyard found a significant link between the speech patterns of islanders and 
how long they stayed on the island.  Washashores with similar pronunciations of 
vowel sounds (ay and aw) as in the words “right, white, twice, life…while, time, 
line…now how or around” (p. 12) tended to feel more at home and were more 
welcomed on the island, and consequently settled for longer periods of time.  
Those with different sociolinguistic patterns did not stay as long.  The accents of 
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these vowels and the Vineyard pattern of speech became more pronounced as one 
traveled up-island towards West Tisbury, Menemsha, and Aquinnah (then called 
Gay Head), and entry in enclaves was more difficult.  Down island in Oak Bluffs 
and Vineyard Haven, there was less distinction - some words were pronounced 
with strong accents and others were less pronounced.   
“The summer visitor to Martha’s Vineyard gets only a fleeting impression 
of the native speech pattern.  Seven out of every eight human beings on 
the island are visitors like himself.  But for the Vineyarder, there is no 
effect of dilution.  For him, summer visitors have very little status on the 
island and the ephemeral nature is convincingly demonstrated in the first 
week in September of every year, when they disappear even more quickly 
than the insect population of the summer months.  The normal native 
speech of Martha’s Vineyarders can then be heard as the dominant sound 
in public places.  A knock on any up-island door will no longer produce a 
Back Bay stockbroker, but the rightful owner in possession once again” 
(p. 11). 
 
Summer visitors today tend to swarm the down-island towns of Oak 
Bluffs and Vineyard Haven much more than up-island.  This is partially due to the 
plethora of overnight accommodations and restaurants, but one must wonder if the 
history of sociolinguistic patterns and historical adversity to change in the up-
island communities set this trend in motion.  Labov’s findings in the late 1960s 
demonstrate the correlation of speech patterns to social forces, including variables 
such as “occupation, income, education, social aspirations, [and] attitudes” 
(Labov, 1972, p. 25).  Further research would need to be done to determine 
whether these speech patterns still affect the comfort level of visitors and the 
length of stay for island residents, but findings in this study do show a level of 
distrust for off-island ways and attitudes.   
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Meg Ronald was to be tested.  The 65% veteran staff started a betting pool 
on how long the new “washashore” principal would last.  New suggestions were 
considered “off-island” pedagogy and practice, and were not readily accepted.   
Meg was from the west coast, and new ideas that she suggested were instantly 
labeled as “California” and were viewed skeptically and assumed implausible on 
the island.   
As the principal before her, she quickly learned that she would need to 
become a Vineyarder and she spent every free moment at community events such 
as art shows, the agricultural hall, and music venues.  In a place surrounded by 
water on all sides, grass-roots leadership was the only option.  Four nights a week, 
from December through April, were spent at selectmen, finance committee, and 
annual town meetings in each of the towns (Burrell, 2000, June 2).  
Student voice 
It took several years for Meg to gain the trust of the faculty and staff, but 
she earned the complimentary label of “principal for student voice” many times 
over.  When asked how she would characterize her leadership and the changes 
that she accomplished during her tenure, Meg considered herself a “hands-on” 
leader with an open door policy and a focus on giving students a voice.  Veteran 
teachers and parents interviewed agreed with these descriptions and appreciated 
her desire to get acquainted with the students and to spend large amounts of time 
in the classrooms and hallways.  Her personality was different from the previous 
principal, who implemented changes in stages in a calm and deliberate manner 
and mostly from the station of the main office.  She was described as being “more 
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of a shoot from the hip leader,” “more emotional than Tom,” “a people person,” 
and “an administrative hands-on principal.”  
It seemed that all of the teachers felt that the students having more of a 
voice in the school was a positive change.  There was concern from some veteran 
teachers, particularly those who had spent many years working with the previous 
principal, that giving more control to the students meant more disrespect and 
discipline problems than in the past.  As a result, a number of veteran teachers 
retired and relocated to other island schools during the first few years of Meg 
Ronald’s leadership.  A veteran of the school for over 20 years explained how she 
felt Meg Ronald’s leadership affected the school: 
“I think the kids have gotten more of a voice since she’s been principal.  
Sometimes kids thought they had more authority than they really did.”  
 
A few other teachers found it difficult to remain on the island due to the 
increasing costs of living.  This was due in part to changing demographics - 
wealthier individuals began flocking to Martha’s Vineyard, raising the cost of real 
estate, rent, and goods.  Rising costs did not only affect teacher attrition.  It 
precipitated a decreased student enrollment for the first time in the history of the 
school.  Some of the veteran teachers were replaced with a younger generation of 
teachers, but many were not replaced at all.  Nonetheless, the changes that 
occurred during this time gave a feeling of renewal in the school, and a new 
cohort of novice teachers brought creativity and new ideas into the classrooms.  
There was hope that this small, but inspired new cohort would be “this principal’s 
legacy.”     
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 In an interview with the Martha’s Vineyard Gazette at the beginning of her 
term, Meg explained her basic rule for leadership – “respect among the players – 
students, teachers, and parents” (Burrell, 2000, June 2).  Rather than laying down 
the law with 743 students, she included students in “shared governance” with 
administration, faculty, and parents.  During her years of leadership, students 
became more active in asking for what they wanted out of their education, starting 
with shallow requests such as ID cards and a snack shack at football games, 
(Burrell, 2000, June 2) and leading to the Rebecca Amos Institute, an alternate 
education program for students in the 11th and 12th grades who needed more 
support than the mainstream classes could afford.   
 Meg Ronald felt that all members of the school community, not just 
teachers and administrators, were a part of the school culture and their voices 
needed to be included in decisions.  She explained:  
“It’s always those people that really have the most influence on a school 
culture, I mean, sort of ancillary, like the school nurse, or a certain teacher, 
or even a custodian.  [Our custodian] has been here a while.  We even 
have a cut out picture of him…in the building.  These are the people 
sometimes that have these incredible influences on a school’s culture.” 
 
In response to a need for support for students with substance abuse 
problems, Meg worked with Community Services to provide free counseling and 
offered the school gym on Saturday nights to lure students away from drinking 
and partying.  Marijuana use among students has always been a huge problem for 
the high school, in large part because so many parents smoke it at home and feel 
that it is not an issue.  It is difficult to enforce adherence to non-smoking when 
students do not think they are doing anything wrong.  According to Police Chief 
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Beth Toomey, it is easily accessible on the island and easy to hide, unlike 
drinking.  
“There are many households where we know the adults are smoking pot.  
How do we preach to those kids?...Children here are a reflection of the 
adults, and we have a high percentage of adult abusers of pot and alcohol” 
(Burrell, 2004, January 9). 
 
A major goal of Meg Ronald’s leadership was to decrease marijuana use before 
and during school, and offer consistent assistance to those with abuse problems. 
Towards the end of her first year as Principal, Meg remembered talking to 
parents during one of her morning coffee meetings about the resistance she 
received when pushing for more freedom and inclusion of students in decisions.  
She explained that it was important to first get support from the adults.  In an 
article in the local newspaper, she was quoted,  
“If you go to the kids, it will be sabotaged in some way.  If it’s just the 
[Meg Ronald] show, obviously people will say that’s just her” (Burrell, 
2000, June 2).  
 
A main challenge of Meg’s decade of leadership was to include the 
students who did not fit into either college track or vocational track.  There was a 
feeling that the students “in the middle” fell through the cracks.  During the past 
20 years, the focus of the high school leadership was to make the school 
academically competitive while maintaining the vocational studies that were so 
integral to Martha’s Vineyard.   
Meg Ronald encouraged student voice for all students, not just those in 
academic and vocational tracks, by increasing their opportunities for extra-
curricular activities.  Critics felt that this “watered down” the curriculum by 
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diluting the importance of the academic programs.  Supporters praised these 
changes because they gave students a more well rounded education in a place that 
was too secluded and protected from mainland ideas and programs.  Still others 
felt both of these things about the new programs but were concerned that the 
school was losing focus and not heading in any particular direction.  They felt that 
even if Tom Samuel’s leadership was too focused on high academic attainment 
and lessened the focus on other areas (no examples were given as “other areas” 
where attention was lacking) there was a shared vision or mission that kept the 
school moving in a positive direction.  With the prior leadership, these folks felt 
that they always knew where Tom stood because his values were consistent and 
steady.  Teachers did not need to ask questions about minor details, as they 
already knew where he stood.  To some of the veteran teachers at the time, the 
new administration’s mission of “student voice” was unclear in their expectations 
of faculty and staff.  There was some surprise at the results of a school 
improvement plan survey conducted only a year into Meg Ronald’s leadership.  
Many students felt that the school did not listen to student needs.  According to 
Meg,  
“’That really shocked [some school council members], that it came out to 
be so negative’…but others were not so surprised to hear seniors call for 
more of a voice in school policy” (Burrell, 2000, June 9).   
 
There was a student-faculty senate in place that included 20 elected 
students, so the administration and faculty decided to widen the net and add a 
student congress with 2 representatives from each homeroom.   
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“It’s meant to represent the students’ thoughts, ideas, suggestions and 
concerns so we have more [information] from the grassroots in the 
classrooms, and not just from elected officers” explained Meg Ronald 
(Burrell, 2000, June 9). 
 
A balance of power 
 Towards the end of Tom Samuel’s tenure, a gradual decrease in 
enrollment in vocational programs began.  One could surmise that this was due to 
the school’s continual spotlight on traditional academics, but it was due in large 
part to the changing economics of the area.  The newcomers to the island insisted 
on coursework aimed at gaining acceptance to prestigious colleges and 
universities.   
As a researcher and educator, I was concerned which populations were 
influencing the decisions in the school, and who or what was swaying the short 
and long term changes in the school.  I was curious if and how the long-term 
islanders who valued vocational training and learning to run the family business 
as opposed to heading off-island to college were affected.  When I asked which 
parents and students were most prominent in the main office and powerful at 
school meetings, the answer was surprising.  At the surface, participants replied 
that the washashores and leadership of the high school were the reasons for 
curricular changes.  A retired teacher called the new population of students “more 
brand-ish,” meaning they were more concerned with brand names and popularity 
than long-term islanders.  She felt that they were concerned about gaining access 
to prestigious colleges and universities but were not as concerned with “learning 
for the sake of learning.”  On the positive side, she explained that these 
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newcomers brought in more money and support for an academically challenging 
curriculum.  Their parents were college educated and were more supportive of 
new ideas.  She explained the changing demographics as “demographics that 
mean success.” 
After further questioning, it was not the rich newcomers, but always the 
long-term islanders who made their case known until their expectations were met.  
Vineyarders wanted what was best for their children and recognized the need and 
importance of a challenging academic program. They supported the curricular 
changes and understood why numbers in the vocational program were reduced.  
They also defended the diversity of the programs at the high school and were very 
vocal about any cuts that took place.  Every person that I interviewed responded 
without pause that the most demanding and often difficult parents were long-term 
islanders, and they were proud that this was the case. 
School program changes 
 The balance between protecting the less enrolled programs and courses 
and keeping up to par with college preparatory needs has become more of a 
challenge in recent years.  Vineyarders are proud of the eclectic culture of the 
island and feel that diversity in course offerings is vital, especially in a place 
secluded from the museums, playhouses, and music venues of major cities.  When 
asked for opinions on the diminishing vocational program at the high school, 
some parents felt that it was due to more developed theater, art, and music 
programs in recent years.  I did not feel this was entirely the case, as over half of 
the students were enrolled in choir during the leadership of Tom Samuel, so I 
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went to the guidance counselors for further explanation of the enrollment 
numbers.   
 In 1998, the high school adopted block scheduling.  Students took 7 or 8 
courses that met for 85 minutes every other day.  According to the NEASC, only 
56% of teachers and 61% of parents felt that the schedule change was helpful 
(Burrell, 2003, February 14) Students could not take as many courses and often 
had to make difficult choices between subjects.  Music and drama were two of the 
classes hit the hardest in enrollment.  Many students had to decide between 
electives and required coursework, or sports and choir.  Teachers were frustrated 
when student-athletes had to miss 4 classes over a season. Missing a block-
scheduled course was more difficult than in the prior schedule.  In an interview 
with the Martha’s Vineyard Gazette Principal Ronald explained,  
“Your schedule is always one of your controversial things.  It’s all about 
how you use time in the building” (Burrell, 2003, February 14).   
 
Limited enrollment in the arts and trades were in large part due to the difficult 
scheduling decisions that students and parents needed to make.   
The rapid growth of Dukes County slowed from 2000-2004 and then 
dropped suddenly, losing around 1% of the populace.  The consequential drop in 
enrollment at MVRHS made the leadership of Meg Ronald stressful in that 
difficult decisions had to be made regarding staff and program cuts.  The high 
school enrollment has plummeted in recent years.  It declined from 822 students 
in 2005, to 766 students in 2007.   
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Recent budget cuts threatened the music, drama, and art departments.  At 
the public budget hearing in November 2007, more than 100 people attended to 
defend their beloved programs.  Only one person attended the prior year, showing 
the magnitude of the protest.  Principal Ronald explained that she had to make 
cuts somewhere, so she chose the lowest enrolled courses.  She felt that the 
overall quality in the music and drama departments would not suffer.  A senior 
student protested at the meeting. explaining that the lower enrollments did not 
mean lower student interest. 
“The schedule is complicated.  Last year, I wanted to take philosophy and 
leadership with [the Principal] and I would have taken TV too, but I was 
required to take introduction to computers and it conflicted.  There is an 
important distinction between where kids want to go and where kids have 
to go, particularly when people are losing their jobs because of it” 
(Bungey, 2007, November 30). 
 
In an interview with the Martha’s Vineyard Gazette (Bungey, 2007, November 
30), Principal Ronald admitted how difficult these decisions were for her during 
her leadership.  From the onset, her goal was to give students a voice in curricular 
decisions in the high school, and budget constraints and tight spots such as 
needing to cut back the music and drama programs contributed to her resignation 
later that year.   
“My decisions are 100 percent based on what students want.  But I have 
hurt people because of my principalship.  It has become difficult for me to 
do this job…But we’ll do the best we can” (Bungey, 2007, November 30). 
 
 The decline in student enrollment and the need for budget cuts in recent 
years has further strengthened the traditional program of study.  When a decision 
to cut a program had to be made, the non-traditional tracks took the hit.  Due to 
  141 
the protest in 2007, the drama teacher position was only cut by two fifths, half a 
position in the music department was reinstated, and only one television course 
was cut.  There was still much unhappiness with this final decision, and the 
teachers that lost part or all of their positions would find difficulty gaining 
employment elsewhere as there is only one public high school on the island.   
During the 2008-2009 school year, enrollment dropped by another 57 
students for a total of 709 students.  Interview participants feared that the school 
would further develop into a traditional, college-preparatory high school, with less 
emphasis on the diverse programs that make the school unique and representative 
of the creative and resourceful culture of Martha’s Vineyard. 
Meg Ronald’s final heartfelt letter to the community reflects some of the 
gains and losses she experienced during her leadership. 
“The love of a school is unlike any other love. There is little romance, less 
infidelity and infinitely more drama. It has been my privilege to be the principal 
of Martha’s Vineyard Regional High School for the last nine years. As I leave my 
position to Stephen Nixon’s very capable hands, I am reflecting on the lessons I 
have learned in this chair. 
First, I have learned that this is a community school unlike any other community 
school. People who have graduated from this school in the 60’s still send their 
children and grandchildren to MVRHS. Because of this, the principal has a very 
sacred trust in her hands: the legacy of all those who have crossed the stage in the 
past 49 years are part of her inheritance. McCarthy Field, Morris Scoreboard, 
Sanci Gym, Scotten Library, and all the other plaques of achievement remind me 
every day that this is a school with a long history of family ties. 
Second, I have learned that the Island is a wonderful place to give generously of 
your emotions. There is no anonymity here. We are neighbors, in-laws, cousins 
and family. This incredible bond of compassion is evident in the high school by 
all those students and their families who have made MVRHS famous by 
achievement. As we have faced together the death of our beloved students and our 
esteemed teachers, a bond of memory forms for life. 
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Third, I have learned that there is no place better than Martha’s Vineyard to learn 
from your mistakes. Every mistake you make is publicized openly, discussed ad 
nauseum and never forgotten; therefore, it is vital that you keep humble about 
your successes and remember all you’ve done wrong. Working and living in the 
same place, you must face all the mistakes you make face-to-face on a daily basis. 
This way you have a better chance of not repeating the error of your ways. In 
other communities, you can continue making habitual mistakes. Here you are 
confronted with them daily. 
Fourth, I have learned that there are no expendable students on the Island. When 
people tell me that the class sizes where they went to school or where they taught 
were 25-30 per class, I decry the idea. These class sizes produce drop-out rates of 
3-6%; graduation rates of 80%; and illiterate students. I know. I was teaching off-
island class sizes that big in the 1970’s and 1980’s. The world has changed. Now, 
no student can leave high school without passing literacy, mathematics, history, 
and science exams from the state. Is there any student the community sees not 
graduating? Dropping out? Leaving the school illiterate? I know we cannot and 
should not do this. We have a New Compact with our children today: They will 
leave our high school fully educated. 
Last, and most important, I have learned the humility of leadership. If leaders 
serve those they rule, they can be successful. No longer are we the Masters of Our 
Domain; instead, we are the servants of those we lead. In Latin we learned the 
phrase Servus Servorum Dei: the servants of God. As I exit my job as principal, I 
thank all those who have made this high school a success. I will miss my students 
and my teachers. I ask forgiveness of all those I have harmed in this office. 
With Much Love and Much Gratitude, 
[Meg Ronald]” (from Martha’s Vineyard Regional High School website 
archives).  
Principal Ronald made efforts during her leadership to maintain the 
vocational program by combining it with the traditional path.  Each incoming 
first-year was allowed to take a one period elective in vocational studies to learn 
something about a trade.  This increased the enrollment and marginally balanced 
the tracks of students.  A veteran guidance counselor explained the benefits of this 
change in course enrollment: 
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“I think it’s a win-win situation all around.  Even the shop teachers have 
made some compromises where they are allowing college prep kids to 
take a one period elective because they are still interested in learning some 
about a trade.  That trend has helped so they have a higher caliber student 
taking those classes.  So they are bumping up their standards as well.” 
 
 The vocational program is still strong internally but not as openly 
recognized as in the past.  Some teachers fear that the traditional college 
preparatory path will win in the long term.  They feel that the administration is 
focused on college preparatory values over vocational.  Others are confident that 
the vocational program will sustain budget cuts since it is partly covered by the 
state and it is important to maintain on the island.  They feel that it is paramount 
to maintain these programs since its students stay in the community.  While I was 
interviewing a former head of the vocational program outside of the Vineyard 
Haven Public Library, a truck went by with the name of a major gardening 
company on the Vineyard.  “That is one of my former students driving by” the 
interview participant explained.  As we continued the interview, a woman with 3 
girls and a fourth on the way stopped to say “hello.”  She was a former student in 
the vocational child-care program. 
 As I interviewed participants, I found little transparency for the vocational 
program for those not directly involved in it.  Parents with children in the 
vocational track knew quite a bit about the program and were happy with the 
education that their children were getting.  They did feel there was some less 
respect for their children when they added the academic track classes because 
they were placed in lower tracks.  They admitted that some of this was due to 
scheduling complications.  Parents with students in the academic tracks knew 
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very little about the vocational program.  It was seen as the building in the back of 
the school – almost as if it was another school altogether.  These parents 
remembered their child taking an exploratory vocational course their first year, 
but did not recall much beyond this. 
 The trend for students in the vocational program was to spend half a day 
taking vocational courses and the other half of the day taking regular academic 
courses.  There are currently around 25 students in each of the five programs: 
automotive technology, carpentry/building trades, culinary arts, early 
education/childcare and horticulture.  These 125 out of 800 students account for 
around 15% of the student population.  In 1974, at the beginning of the vocational 
program, there 3 main tracks: nursing/child-care, horticulture, and culinary arts. 
One hundred students out of 400 attended these tracks – 25% of the student 
population.  Despite the much smaller percentage of students in vocational 
studies, an additional track called “maritime related trades” was started to reflect 
and celebrate the unique environment of the Vineyard.  A memo from Principal 
Ronald written on March 31, 2008 explained: 
“Dear Parents, 
One of the many challenges that any high school has is to develop new 
programs relevant to the community(ies) that they serve. Martha’s 
Vineyard Regional High School is no different. However, we are 
presented with a unique challenge that is really a very special opportunity; 
our community is surrounded by water and we believe the time has come 
for our curricular offerings to directly reflect that reality. For a number of 
years we have visited the idea of creating an alternative program that 
would embrace our Island environment and provide our students with an 
academic/vocational alternative that would lead either to one of the 
maritime colleges or to gainful employment in the marine industry upon 
graduation. 
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I am delighted to announce that on Thursday, May 1st at 7:00 p.m. there 
will be a presentation that will be held in the High School Library on our 
very exciting new maritime vocational program that Martha’s Vineyard 
Regional High School and Sail Martha’s Vineyard have been developing. 
It is our goal to see this new program in place by the Fall Semester, 2008. 
I hope that if you and/or your child believe that this opportunity would be 
of interest, that you will join us on the 1st” (from Martha’s Vineyard 
Regional High School website archives).  
Even at the very end of Principal Ronald’s leadership, she continued to make a 
strong effort to maintain a curriculum reflective of student and community voice.   
Thoughts on standardization 
Throughout the decade during Meg Ronald’s leadership, the island 
experienced another surge of washashores.  The population grew 28.77% in 
Dukes County, compared to a much smaller growth of 5.54% in Massachusetts.  
These changes affected the high school in considerable ways.  More teachers and 
courses were offered during this time, but the change to block scheduling began to 
affect the number of choices students were able to make.  The largest issue at 
hand during this time was the need to comply to state standards and perform well 
on MCAS.  Having to choose between required, tested subjects and extra-
curricular offerings combined with scheduling complications further stinted the 
creativity in course choices for students.  The high school maintained its 
vocational status and envious art, music, and drama classes, but many teachers 
felt the pressure build to become more traditional in culture and practice.   
Principal Ronald felt that MCAS had a place in the school – it 
demonstrated in black and white where they needed remediation.  It did give the 
school some constraints in how to structure the day, but talented teachers were 
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able to keep creativity within the prescribed structure.  She recognized that this 
was a complex task for time-challenged teachers, but felt that they were up it with 
support from the administration.   
According to a retired Assistant Superintendent and veteran teacher, 
MCAS became an engine for recent cutbacks in all of the island schools, 
particularly in the areas of music and drama.  At the high school level, he feared 
that World History would be cut in future years since United States History is the 
only test that will count on standardized tests. He sensed that the palpable 
scheduling issues with music were not the only reasons for cuts to this program 
but blamed standardization to some degree.  The school could not cut programs 
centered around “the basics” because they would be publicly tested and judged by 
their success or failure in these subject areas. 
Some other programs that have been cut in recent years are adult 
education courses and the GED program.  One of the most shocking cuts was 
Portuguese, despite the large Brazilian population on the island.  It was offered 
for only three years - from 2002-2005.  Interview participants felt sad that 
German was kept but Portuguese was not, demonstrating a lack of appreciation 
for “real inclusion” of cultures on the island.  Guidance counselors were not 
certain why this decision was made, but assumed that the student enrollment in 
these courses determined the outcome.  
 Every participant felt that standardization affected the school in positive 
and negative ways.  For the most part, they determined that it was here to stay and 
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pursuing other avenues would be fruitless.  They continued doing the best that 
they could for the students while keeping within the state framework.   
A year after Meg Ronald’s departure from the high school, Stan Dixon, 
her previous vice principal and successor as principal, reflected on the different 
challenges his predecessors faced.  He saw standardization and the sudden shift in 
culture from grass-roots leadership at the school level, to top-down leadership 
from the state and federal governments, as Meg’s biggest challenge.  When Meg 
arrived on Martha’s Vineyard, there was a climate of freedom and innovation for 
teachers and administrators.  Her main goal was to increase student voice and 
electives in order to involve the student populations that did not fit into the tracks 
of college preparatory and vocational.  Pressure to run her school as a business 
and comply with time consuming state and federal regulations slowed some of 
these plans, as they did in many schools across the nation.  It was necessary for 
her and her staff to dedicate many hours to paperwork and testing.  Success or 
failure was widely publicized in the newspaper, on the Internet, and at televised 
school committee meetings.  In the past, public records were available but some 
effort needed to be made to obtain them.  Now everything school related became 
transparent to outsiders with the click of a mouse. Stan Dixon explained the 
effects of standardization and the Internet on the high school principal: 
“You have to do this, and you have to do that.  There are all of these 
necessary requirements.  With the No Child Left Behind Act we have all 
of these federal requirements for highly qualified teachers, AYP…and I 
wasn’t there, but I envision that those are the types of things that [Paul 
Danielson] or [Tom Samuel] back then never had to think about.  It was 
probably more of a, I don’t want to say, a one-room school house but other 
than the people on the island, there wasn’t anyone else to answer to - 
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really no other scrutiny.  I’m talking about the public scrutiny with the 
Internet. There are websites that show how are kids doing, how much 
money you make, how many people you have, how much money you’ve 
spent.  I was with [Meg] from the very beginning.  I think [Meg] was the 
transition between the old and the new, the accountability and the 
freedom.  I think she started on that freedom and then the accountability 
started.  And it can jade you – what’s this all about?  In my research I 
found that the principal is supposed to be about community. It’s supposed 
to be about student achievement.  Everyone can tell you that the school 
benefits more if the principal is in classes and talking to kids, but the 
research shows that the administrator spends less than 5% of their time out 
in the hall because it has become a business.” 
 
 Stan Dixon would encounter challenges of a different sort.  Maintaining 
past endeavors to enrich student voice while increasing teacher autonomy through 
professional development in interdisciplinary teaching would be his first goal.  
The worsening economic climate would be his burden.   
PRINCIPAL STAN DIXON 
LEADERSHIP FROM 2009-PRESENT 
 
Stan Dixon moved from New Jersey to Martha’s Vineyard in 1999 to 
work as a history teacher at the Martha’s Vineyard Regional High School.  He 
had teaching experience at the high school and community college levels in New 
Jersey and looked forward to living and working on beautiful Martha’s Vineyard.  
He expected some changes in culture, but the lackadaisical lifestyle would be 
shocking to him.  The complicated housing situation of the island would affect 
him and his wife within hours of their arrival.  When he and his wife pulled into 
the driveway of their new rented home in a truck full of their belongings, they 
were told that the house was just sold and that they had 2 weeks to find another 
place to live.  Determined to stay on Martha’s Vineyard and commit to his 
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teaching position, the costly challenge of buying a home ensued, as there were 
few if any condos or apartments to rent on the island.   
The first impressions of the island were similar to those of many 
newcomers.  Life moved more slowly than in New Jersey.  Stan explained that he 
had to learn patience when the person driving in front of him stopped their car to 
talk to another islander, or when the checkout person at the grocery store talked to 
another employee while he waited in the checkout line.   
“This [type of behavior] was Martian to me because this would never have 
happened in Jersey.  Never mind the fact that you can’t honk your horn.  It 
was major major life style change. But, in a good direction.  I can’t 
imagine having to go the other way – moving from here to down there.” 
 
As time went on, he found that these small town quirks became normal life and 
trips back to New Jersey became unnerving.  He wasn’t sure how he ever lived in 
the rushed and impersonal pace of the city.   
His commute in New Jersey involved around 3 hours of driving time 
everyday.  This quickly changed on the island, as he lived only minutes from 
work.  This pleasant finding gave him the leisure time to take his time getting 
from place to place (although he never admitted to the annoying habit of stopping 
in traffic to talk to neighbors.)  In New Jersey, he lived far away from the schools 
he worked at so there was little interaction with students outside of the workday.  
The summer of 1999, prior to beginning the school year, he learned that this 
anonymity would come quickly to an end.  While writing a check at the grocery 
store, the check out clerk noticed his name and said that he was her son’s history 
teacher.  During the first few months of acclimating to island life, it felt almost as 
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if “there was no place to hide,” but then he enjoyed the feeling of community and 
recognizing faces around the island. 
“Professionally, I came to value the priority people put on education here.  
The real place, not the perception of the million dollar houses…the time, 
the effort, the money that people give selflessly to make sure that this is a 
top-notch school.  It is just phenomenal.” 
 
Stan Dixon was promoted at the Martha’s Vineyard Regional High School 
from history teacher, to Dean of Students, and to Vice Principal during the next 
12 years.  He became Meg Ronald’s successor in 2009.  The main difference 
between his transition to principal and that of his predecessors was that he would 
not have to earn the trust of his colleagues or the islanders.  He knew the people 
and the politics.  He had experience working as a teacher and in administration at 
the high school.  He explained, 
“I personally feel that I was the luckiest of the four of us because I worked 
there already.  I was the only one.  And [Paul Danielson] started the high 
school so he had nothing to go on.  [Tom Samuel] came in from Vermont. 
[Meg] came here from California.  I was already here and last year was a 
difficult year, not because it was my first year but because we had the 
layoffs…and I don’t know how we would have gotten through that with 
someone on the outside.” 
 
He felt that having someone familiar with the school and community was 
particularly important at this time due to the severe economic pressures bearing 
down on the school.  For the first time in 50 years, it was necessary to lay off 
employees, and it was paramount to have someone familiar with the priorities of 
the school community.  He was able to “hit the ground running” as his transition 
to the principal’s office was relatively easy.  He even kept his old office, later 
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reflecting that his first day of school as the new principal felt “odd” as everything 
looked the same.   
Meg had shared many responsibilities with him when he was the assistant 
principal.  This prepared him for the job and she had actively included him in 
financial, school, and community meetings.  Stan explained that Meg had been 
the spokesperson, but as with any good leader, there was a team working behind 
the scenes with her.  There was no written succession plan, but lot sof active 
training in everything from handling the budget to dealing with the press.  Meg’s 
dealings with potential cutbacks in the drama and music programs prepared Stan 
for the difficult budget decisions that he would have to make during the first year 
of his leadership. 
Stan felt prepared to handle meetings with the school financial committee 
due to his combined past work experience as an educator and businessman.  
Difficult decisions had to be made with care, particularly in a small community 
like the Vineyard.  He described some of the recent pressure he received from the 
financial committee to do cutbacks using a strict business model: 
“When you deal with the budget…One member of the financial committee 
said, ‘You need to cut x amount of dollars - why don’t you just cut the last 
10 people hired and get rid of them?’  Well, that’s the business model.  
You can do that in the business model.  You can’t do it in education.  
Well, I’ll give you an example.  This year, we have seven people in our 
language department, four of them are brand new.  If I get rid of them, we 
don’t have a language department.” 
 
Stan Dixon has already dealt with some stressful situations in his first year of 
leadership.  He did not feel some of the difficulties faced by previous principals.  
The economic decline has been and will continue to be his biggest dilemma. 
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Future plans for Stan Dixon 
It is too soon to tell if the changes Meg Ronald implemented were 
inculcated into the school culture enough for long term sustainability.  Stan Dixon 
wants to keep a measure of student voice at the high school.  When asked what 
future changes and reforms he plans for the school, he explained that he didn’t 
want change, “but more readjustment.”  He wants to “balance the pendulum,” 
keeping student voice, but also raise the level of input from teachers and staff to 
“get all stakeholders on board.”  He feels that teachers have felt left out of 
decisions because of the major power shift experienced during the last principal 
transition.   
During the leadership of Tom Samuel, the teachers and administration 
made the majority of the decisions.  When Meg Ronald arrived, there was a 
reallocation of school management.  Stan Dixon wants to give some of the power 
back to the teachers while maintaining a collaborative effort.   
“Before [Meg] got here, it was very much an adult-based building which 
was the old way of doing things.  And I think Meg’s experience in 
California changed that.  We had an influx of student organizations.  We 
had student voices - she made students very visible…I remember a distinct 
change in the climate of the school from very adult centered to very kid 
centered.  I’d say the only thing I’ve added to the mix maybe is to – in the 
course...when you make the switch…just the weight of the pendulum 
alone tends to move 180….After a while I think, the adults, especially the 
teachers, had difficulty with that because they felt everything was cycling 
out their hands and that everything was now administration and kids.  It 
was a misperception, but I think this was my job to come in and balance it 
out.  I think kids having a say is extremely important…You have to have 
buy-in from all of the stakeholders.  I was the only one who had seen both 
sides of the fence and I was in the position to do something about it.” 
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In his first year as principal, he has made some moves to balance the 
pendulum and create a more collaborative school community.  He began a school 
visitation program for interested teachers and students.  Volunteers went on off-
island trips to view both struggling and strong schools.  Stan found that this was 
especially helpful for those who had been isolated on the island for a long period 
of time.  They either returned much more appreciative for the diversity of 
programs and supportive network they had, or they came back with new ideas for 
improvement.  Both scenarios resulted in positive outcomes for the school. 
Stan Dixon also asked each department to attend a televised school 
committee meeting.  Teachers presented some of the lessons and initiatives from 
their classes at these meetings.  This created more appreciation for the teachers, 
good public relations for the community, and more parent volunteers due to the 
transparency and openness of school happenings.  The presentations encouraged 
teachers to improve their communication with parents by avoiding “eduspeak” 
and acronyms that could be intimidating to those unfamiliar with these terms. 
The new administration began an interdisciplinary teaching pilot program 
including 4 teachers and 18 students (9 girls and 9 boys.)  The students took all of 
their classes together as a cohort instead of individually signing up for 
coursework. The remaining teachers worked on scope and sequence to teach 
topics that overlapped around the same times of the year.  
 The front entrance was redone with two display cases.  The first display 
case publicized the work in different departments, and the second case was 
dedicated to school happenings for the month.  A giant color-coded map in the 
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main entrance was added for visitors.  Stan Dixon has great plans for the future of 
Martha’s Vineyard Regional High School: 
“My goal, by the time I leave here is – I want this school to be used as a 
model for other schools.  I want people to say, if you want to organize 
student groups that raise cultural issues - you need to go to Martha’s 
Vineyard.  If you want to raise student achievement or have your students 
become better writers – Martha’s Vineyard has the greatest program.  I 
know we have the support.  I definitely know we have the infrastructure.  
We have the expertise in the people working here.” 
 
Stan Dixon’s future plans for the high school hinge partly on economic 
conditions on the island.  Demographic trends demonstrate that islanders in the 
lower and middle socio-economic brackets are gradually leaving the island due to 
increasing costs.  Importing teachers is becoming increasingly more complicated 
as they are unable to afford housing and living expenses.  Nonetheless, financial 
backing is plentiful from wealthy supporters and new initiatives are rarely without 
sponsorship.   
Conclusion 
 Every principal was devoted to the success of the Martha’s Vineyard 
Regional High School.  Those that were not “islanders” dedicated themselves to 
understanding and becoming a part of island culture and practices.  In the cases of 
Tom Samuel and Meg Ronald, it took many years for them to earn the trust of the 
locals but they persevered and left their mark prior to handing the leadership over 
to their successors. 
Principal Danielson opened the school despite public outcry against 
regionalization and managed to create a place that weathered time.  Tom Samuel 
brought with him the values of high academic achievement, professional 
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development, and teacher leadership.  Meg Ronald championed student voice and 
included those less inclined to be involved in school decisions.  And Stan Dixon 
plans to combine the goals of past principals, giving some power back to teachers 
while keeping students involved and academically successful.   
Initiating change was difficult for all of the principals for various reasons.  
The isolated and rural community was adverse to anything perceived as “off-
island.”  The washashore principals had particularly difficult work in a place 
where generations of families have been used to making decisions without 
consideration of mainland ideals.  Over time, their fresh ideas were accepted and 
the need to keep up with the times for the benefit of the island students won over 
island adversity to outside ideas.  This would not have been possible with short 
principal tenures or weak leaders who lacked persistence in reaching their change 
objectives.  
The final chapter 
 The final chapters of this dissertation will delve into the analysis of 
findings and the implications of this study to the island of Martha’s Vineyard, 
Martha’s Vineyard Regional High School, and to future research in the field of 
educational change.  I will revisit the research questions and theoretical 
framework used.  I will then explain what was discovered in relation to the five 
change forces from the Hargreaves and Goodson (1998-2003) Change over Time 
study and House and McQuillan’s (1998) three perspectives of reform.  Finally I 
will discuss how the findings of this study were similar or different from previous 
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knowledge in the field and how this further illuminates and contributes to our 
understanding of the field of educational change.   
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CHAPTER 6 
ANALYSIS OF FINDINGS 
Restatement of research questions  
 This mixed methods study delved into how a non-traditional school 
adopted and maintained a traditional identity.  “Traditional” was defined in the 
literature review as the long-term maintenance of the structures, beliefs, and 
power dynamics of the grammar of schooling (Tyack & Tobin, 1994).  A mixed-
methods single case study approach allowed me to obtain rich detail from various 
members of the school community (Patton, 1990), and provided a comprehensive 
and historical story of how the school changed from non-traditional to traditional.    
To further understand how a non-traditional secondary school evolved into 
a traditional school over time, three questions guided this study: 
1. What were the technological, political, and cultural factors that 
influenced a non-traditional school to adopt and maintain a 
traditional identity? 
2. What path did a secondary school follow in creating and 
maintaining its traditional identity? 
a. Did educators and community members actively pursue a 
traditional identity for the school, or did it gradually evolve 
by default and assumption? 
b. Were the reactions of the educators and community 
members reactive or proactive? 
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3. What does understanding the factors involved in a school’s 
evolution from a non-traditional to a traditional structure tell us 
about educational change in general? 
Through an analysis of census data, extensive interviews, and archival 
research, I presented a detailed history of the location and the changes over time 
that the school as the locus of the community underwent, leading it from its 
original vocational and technical focus to an increasingly more traditional 
grammar.   
Introduction 
In this chapter I will view findings through the lenses of the theoretical 
frameworks used including the four models of school governance, the traditional 
grammar of schooling, the five change forces from the Change over Time study 
and the three perspectives of reform.  I will then discuss the value of this research 
to the field of educational change.   
Although the story was told mainly from the perspectives of the four 
principals of the school, changes were initiated, supported, avoided, and evaded in 
both passive and active ways by all members of the community. Changes in the 
Martha’s Vineyard Regional High School were gradual over time and for the most 
part initiated by the school principals.  Some successful changes commenced with 
teacher leaders, but their initiatives were supported by the administration.  
The early years during the leadership of Paul Danielson were reminiscent 
of democratic localism.  The school was small and run by the local citizens with 
little consideration given to outside input.  It was truly “under the control of a 
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community composed merely of the number of families having children in it” 
(Katz, 1987).  Efficiency, effectiveness, and often rationality were not main 
objectives.  Local control and maintaining individuality were paramount.  
Teachers self-governed. 
The beginning of the shift to a more traditional structure during Tom 
Samuel’s leadership was viewed in a positive light by most, as prior practices 
were unstructured and unpredictable and some parents viewed teachers were as 
out of control.  After rules were in place, teachers gained a new form of autonomy 
through professional development and improved classroom discipline.  Educators 
still had the freedom to use the teaching techniques they felt were best for their 
students, but were not able to set their own work hours and come and go as they 
pleased.  The majority chose to be the center of their classrooms with neat rows of 
desks facing the front of the room despite the choices available to them.  The 
culture was adult-centered with academic achievement at the heart of decision 
making. 
There was a substantial and steady increase in population on the island 
during this time.  Participants attribute the rapid growth to the recognition of 
Martha’s Vineyard as a premier vacation spot and the perceived high quality of 
life due to the appearance of celebrities and famous politicians such as the 
Kennedy and Clinton families.  The island developed from a place that served 
only the year-round population to a dual economy that also served vacationers 
during the high season from June through August. 
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The fresh ideas and money that the washashores brought to the Vineyard 
allowed the public schools on the island to expand, but along with the expansion 
came constraints and pressures to comply with the traditional grammar of 
schooling.  Newcomers desired an academically competitive curriculum.  
Islanders realized the importance of having a college preparatory program, but 
actively struggled to keep the vocational and arts programs in the school.  
Students enrolled in vocational studies were the ones who stayed on the island 
after graduation and locals considered them the backbone of the community. 
“Vocational graduates stay in their community and they serve the 
community…they’re on the boards…Now, there are people on the school 
committee, on the board of health, the water department…they are 
selectmen.  These are the kids that were in my programs.  When I see all 
these trucks with names on them - There are all kids that went through 
these programs.  They are still here and still giving to this 
community…not to Wellesley or to wherever else they might be if they 
were a stockbroker.  There is no opportunity for those people here.  If you 
aren’t going to be a doctor, a lawyer, or a teacher, a college degree isn’t 
worth a lot here.  A plumber’s license is worth more.  I just see [vocational 
training] as a backbone to this community” (Long-term supporter of 
vocational studies). 
 
During the 1980s, the school doubled in size and due to extensive 
community support, it managed to increase vocational studies while improving 
the quality of the academic track.  Students who did not perform well 
academically were often placed in the vocational track and it “became known as a 
dumping ground for weaker students” (veteran teacher).  To alleviate this 
problem, Tom Samuel and his staff began de-tracking, using block scheduling in 
the early 1990s.   
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Their efforts to create equity and lessen the divide among students and 
their curricular choices had drawbacks.  There were complications due to block 
scheduling.  The program allowed students to enroll in half the number of 
courses.  Because they were required to take a core set of curriculum, there was a 
decline in extra-curricular and vocational studies.  Ironically, reform aimed at 
improving equity resulted in increased homogeneity.   
Towards the end of Tom Samuel’s tenure and the beginning of Meg 
Ronald’s leadership, the traditional grammar of schooling took further hold with 
the standardization movement. Core subjects such as English, mathematics and 
history gained more recognition and funding and courses such as music and 
drama were vulnerable to cuts. The need for a focus on mainstream subjects due 
to standardized testing, and the drop in enrollment due to gentrification and 
growing costs continued to minimize the distinctive and individual character of 
MVRHS.   
The traditional grammar of schooling and MVRHS 
Similar to other small town literature (Brouillette, 1996; Diers, 2004; Lynd 
& Lynd, 1929; Mazer, 1976, Nespor, 1997), Martha’s Vineyard demonstrated a 
strong protection of local values and distrust of outsiders.  The difference between 
the island and comparative sites was the amount of change experienced, and the 
measure of competing tensions between maintaining local and outsider values that 
made the struggle far more difficult and desperate. The isolated geographic 
location of this case, as one may find in a small mountain community or on 
another small island, affected the economy and direction of reform for over 50 
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years.  Martha’s Vineyard has undergone major changes in community 
demographics, economics, and job markets.  These changes directly impacted the 
high school.  MVRHS opened with a vocational focus due to the values and needs 
of the island, and over the years it transformed into a comprehensive high school 
reflective of the traditional grammar of schooling.     
Educational change literature demonstrates a slow regression or drift back 
to the grammar of schooling when innovative practices or reforms are attempted 
(Hargreaves & Fink, 2006).  Innovative schools often become like their traditional 
counterparts a few years into a reform (Fink, 2000a).  New ideas and practices are 
often thwarted by the comfort of the grammar of schooling.  This reversion to pre-
reform practices is not an active rebellion against change, but a passive return to 
what is perceived as “real school” (Metz, 1989) or the factory-style structures and 
models of traditional schooling (Cuban, 1984; Meier, 2002; Oakes et al., 2002; 
Sarason, 1990). 
This traditional grammar of schooling is the perception of what school is 
“supposed to be” (Tyack & Tobin, 1994) and includes customary practices such 
as self-contained, teacher-centered classrooms with separate grades, and courses 
divided by department.  Schools are public, tuition-free, and district-based.  There 
is a focus on core subjects such as math, English, and history and classes are 
taught in Carnegie units, or 50-minute intervals.  
On Martha’s Vineyard, the classic return to the grammar of schooling did 
not play out quite in this way (see table 6.1).  The elements of public, tuition free, 
departmentalized, and self-contained classrooms with four separate grades 
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remained unchanged and relatively unchallenged since the inception of the 
school.  Block scheduling appeared to challenge the element of Carnegie units, 
but on close examination, the double periods were essentially two Carnegie units 
chunked together – a modification of the original plan of the Committee of Ten.  
Because uniformity and adherence to structure were seen as enemies by 
many islanders, there was an active struggle against the three elements of the 
grammar of schooling that threatened local autonomy.  The first struggle was 
against regionalization.  Fifty years after the school opening, there were still 
community members who were angry that the high school was regionalized 
because they perceived this change as taking power from the towns and giving it 
to the district.  To them, the one room schoolhouse of the past became district-
based and therefore prime to input from outsiders. To others, the island-wide high 
school was keeping up with the changing times, and regionalization not only 
strengthened the community, but also increased the budget.  
Teacher-centered classrooms were another element of the grammar of 
schooling that was challenged.  Principal Ronald gave more decision-making 
power to the students with regard to curriculum and extra-curricular activities.  
Yet despite her attempted changes, teaching techniques remained relatively adult 
based. Relinquishing power to students was openly resisted by most of the faculty 
in the beginning.  When Meg Ronald continued to cheerlead for student voice by 
working with the community, the resistance lessened to small pockets of veteran 
teachers.  Her successor Stan Dixon plans to “balance” decision-making between 
teachers and students by increasing teacher authority and lessening student 
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autonomy, swinging the pendulum back in favor of the grammar of schooling.  
For the most part, the high school has retained or reverted back to teacher-based 
classrooms for over 50 years. 
The third element of the grammar of schooling that was challenged was 
the focus on core subjects.  Maintaining the vocational and artistic programs was 
important to islanders.  Basic subjects such as math, science, and English were 
valued, but not at the cost of foreign language, vocational studies, and drama.  
Past moves by administration to decrease spending in specialty programs were 
met with angry opposition.    
MVRHS and the elements of the grammar of schooling (Table 6.1) 
Accepted  Challenged but lost Still challenging 
Public District-based Teacher-centered 
Tuition-free Carnegie units Focus on core subjects 
Self-contained classrooms 
Separate grades 
Departmentalized  
The above diagram demonstrates which aspects of the traditional grammar of 
schooling were accepted more readily than others.   
 
The three perspectives on school reform (House & McQuillan, 1998) 
provide an analytical lens with which to view the epistemological backing behind 
why some elements were more readily accepted than others.  As House and 
McQuillan (1998) point out, the success or failure of reforms may be best 
understood by viewing them through technological, political and cultural lenses.  
The technological perspective addresses the systemic execution of reform and 
how the structure affects that execution.  Elements that had technological backing 
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such as public, tuition-free, self-contained classrooms with separate grades and 
departmentalized subject areas were less challenged.  They were accepted as “real 
school.”   
Elements of the grammar of schooling that carried political and cultural 
ramifications were more significant to islanders because their removal represented 
a loss of power or individuality.  Meg Ronald challenged teacher-centered 
classrooms, but made only small gains because relinquishing authority to students 
upset the existing political system.  The other challenged element of the grammar 
of schooling in addition to district based, Carnegie units, and teacher-based 
classrooms, was a focus on core subjects.  Islanders consider drama, music and art 
as representative of the diverse values on the island.  Reducing these electives 
could homogenize the culture of the school.  
The examples of Martha’s Vineyard Regional High School and in similar 
communities have ramifications for educational change. Literature on systemic 
reform often focuses on the technological perspective.  There is a concentration 
on systems thinking (Senge, 1990), transformability, and spreading reform from 
one school to many (Datnow et al., 2002).  But behind the explicit plan of 
implementing a reform is an implicitly political aspect.  On the surface, this plays 
out in a technological manner but replicating one school to many encourages 
monocultural standardization, which is inherently political (Oakes et al., 2002) 
because it values one culture over others.  Reforms created from a strictly 
technological standpoint disregard the many contextual and cultural differences 
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between schools (Hargreaves, 2003) by implying that there is a universal remedy 
to repair all schools. 
On Martha’s Vineyard, the sustainable reforms were those that respected 
the culture of the community, were initiated from within, and allowed time for 
learning.  The technological aspect of change exerted less leverage on MVRHS 
because it was a small and isolated system with little external impact from the 
state government.  On the other hand, the political and cultural perspectives were 
quite influential, due to the competing values on Martha’s Vineyard.  Locals, 
supportive of democratic localist ideals, wanted a school reflective of the island 
culture.  They protected the vocational program because it supported local 
businesses and trained the students who remained on the Vineyard after 
graduation.  Washashores desired an academic focus, bringing with them elitist 
values comparable to those of paternalistic voluntarism.  The less vocal but 
equally important Brazilian and Native American cultures on the island wanted to 
maintain diversity and practicality in the curriculum.  This struggle resulted in a 
high school with traditional structures and vocational and artistic programs at the 
periphery. 
Tinkering with reform 
 
 Tyack and Tobin (1995) explain that there are two ways to “tinker” with 
reform.  The first is to give the impression or perception that reform is happening 
and leave things essentially unchanged.  The second is to make small changes to 
the way things work in an effort to safeguard existing and effective practices.  
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These two types of “tinkering” exemplify the difference between being unwilling 
to change and “preserving what is valuable and reworking what is not” (p. 5). 
 Martha’s Vineyard Regional High School has experienced both types of 
“tinkering” during the last 50 years.  An example of the first kind of tinkering was 
the vertical integration program during the leadership of Tom Samuel.  This failed 
in the long-term because educators pretended to comply - reading the script, but 
not internalizing the words.  
The idea behind the reform was to improve communication and sharing of 
ideas among and between schools on the island.  The success of this reform would 
have been beneficial for the district, lessening competition between towns and 
increasing learning across schools.  The major error was not implementing it at 
the grass-roots level with those who would be doing the actual work.  The 
plethora of paperwork and uploading of documents online quickly outgrew the 
good intentions of the reform and the lack of backing from participants kept 
alternate courses of action out of consideration.  Culturally, the schools were not 
accustomed to working together.  They enjoyed and relished answering to only 
themselves without direction from the district.  Politically, the teachers were 
unsupportive of top-down reform and were distrustful of the district or any 
external management.  The end result was a lack of change and many hours of 
wasted administrators’ time.   
The second type of “tinkering” with reform occurred during both Tom 
Samuel’s and Meg Ronald’s leadership.  As standardization threatened the 
vocational and artistic realms of the school, educators found ways to tinker with 
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existing practices to comply with the state standards but still maintain what was 
important to the community and its culture.  To achieve this goal, students were 
required to take the large number of courses required by the state and a diverse set 
of electives.  The enrollment in the vocational program dropped substantially 
towards the end of Tom Samuel’s leadership due to the need for college 
preparatory coursework and the difficulty of fitting electives into block 
scheduling.  Instead of abandoning block scheduling, teachers and administrators 
tinkered with the existing schedule by adding an exploratory program for first-
years to increase interest in vocational studies.  This was challenging for the 
vocational teachers as well as the guidance counselors as it was their 
responsibility to find a balance of required and elective coursework for students.  
Educators were willing to put forth these extra efforts and worked within existing 
internal structures and external policies to protect the diverse interests of the 
students and community.    
  Martha’s Vineyard Regional High School is at a crossroads. Much change 
has occurred over the past 50 years, taking the school from a start-up trying to 
find its way, to a vocational focus, and gradually to a more college-preparatory 
school with diverse course offerings and the choice of a vocational track.  The 
changing economy, bringing with it a new student population and financial 
constraints, along with the new era of standardization, has made compliance with 
the traditional grammar of schooling unavoidable in some respects.  The one 
remaining challenged element of the grammar of schooling is a focus on core 
subjects.  Strong community support for a school representative of island 
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traditions and practices and the consistent and impassioned demands from long-
term residents, has allowed MVRHS to keep some diversity in course offerings, 
albeit in smaller numbers.   
Theoretical framework 
The purpose of this research was to further understand why and how 
traditional secondary schools choose and maintain their values and structures and 
how that illuminates the process of educational change.  I took a detailed look at 
the evolution and maintenance of tradition in a conventional high school.  The 
five change forces discovered in Hargreaves and Goodson’s (1998-2003) Change 
over Time study were used in crafting the theoretical framework for this research.  
Public schools are influenced by their social context.  Therefore, I used a 
framework that considered the contextual nuances and complexities of schools 
and reform.  The interrelationship of the three perspectives of school reform: 
technological, cultural, and political (House & McQuillan, 1998) was used in 
crafting interview questions to ensure that I covered the different aspects of 
change in the school.  It was also employed as an interpretive framework during 
analysis.  The interrelationship of the three perspectives and their application to 
the findings in this study will be discussed in detail later in this chapter. 
Aspects of the five change forces: waves of policy reform, leadership 
succession, teacher demographics and generations, student demographics, and 
school interrelations, were all present in varying degrees throughout the history of 
change at Martha’s Vineyard Regional High School.  The fluctuating Vineyard 
economy was an expected change force from the beginning of data collection.  
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These economic forces were the underpinnings of two of the change forces in the 
Change over Time study: waves of reform and school interrelations.  However, 
the astonishing consequences of the island’s year-round and long-term economic 
changes were not foreseen.  
The five change forces 
The five main change forces in the Change over Time (Hargreaves & 
Goodson, 2003) study were “waves of policy reform, changes in leadership and 
leadership succession, changing teacher demographics and their impact on 
teachers’ generational missions, shifting student and community demographics, 
and changing patterns of relations among schools” (Case study documents, 
literature review, p. 17).  These provided a framework for this study and directed 
the interview protocol.  I used these change forces to pre-code and organize the 
large quantities of qualitative and quantitative data collected.  As I reviewed 
interview transcripts, I sorted the information by time period first and then I broke 
the data down by its corresponding change force.  I further organized the findings 
by viewing them through the findings of the Change over Time study (Hargreaves 
& Goodson, 2006), the three perspectives on school reform (House & McQuillan, 
1998), and classic and current educational change research found in the review of 
literature for this dissertation. 
Waves of policy reform 
 Waves of policy reform directly influenced the structural and curricular 
choices of the schools in the Change over Time study.  Teacher generations, 
academic subjects, and school identity determined the extent of acceptance of or 
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resistance to reforms.  Teachers who began their careers in the 1970s and those 
outside of mainstream subjects such as Special Education, foreign language, and 
the arts were more likely to embrace reforms that challenged the traditional 
grammar of schooling.  Novice teachers and teachers in mainstream subjects such 
as math, English and history were more supportive of reforms that embraced 
traditional practices.  Schools with innovative structures and missions tried to 
retain their pioneering status with varying results.  
 Reform that reinforced the grammar of schooling had a much smaller 
impact on Martha’s Vineyard for several reasons.  Unlike the underperforming 
urban schools in the Change over Time study that struggled to progress, MVRHS 
demonstrated strong academic achievement by the time the No Child Left Behind 
Act was implemented.  In addition, it was small and isolated from the mainland, 
keeping it from state scrutiny.  This allowed the school the freedom to apply what 
it deemed helpful and ignore what it did not.  Third, the Vineyard enjoyed high 
leadership stability and steady community support.  It did not have the carousel of 
principal succession (Hargreaves & Fink, 2003) or disconnect from the 
neighborhood that the urban schools experienced.   Successful reform on the 
Vineyard was slow, deliberate, and generally lasting.  Last of all, MVRHS did not 
have any competition.  It was the only high school in the district and did not need 
to compete for students like Sheldon and Barret in the Change over Time study.  
Test scores did not determine student enrollment as in the urban contexts.   
 In the Change over Time schools, internal reforms were defied by the 
“wait and see” stance in all schools.  Veteran teachers knew that principals would 
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leave after a few years so they ignored or pretended to comply with various 
proposed changes.  The coffee circle at Talisman Park waited for change-minded 
Principal Watson to leave and reasserted their power soon after her successor 
arrived.  At MVRHS, Tom Samuel and Meg Ronald were expected to leave or 
give up on implementing change.  Quotes such as “Is this off-island chemistry or 
on-island chemistry?” were small examples of the defiance these principals faced.   
 In the study Change over Time, waves of reform defined specific historical 
periods in time in which the schools either acknowledged or resisted the reforms.  
This was not the case on Martha’s Vineyard because changing state and federal 
policy had little direct impact on the island.  Periods of change were delineated 
instead by principal tenure.  Irrespective of the changing economic climate, these 
school leaders were the main change agents, particularly because change was only 
successful at MVRHS when initiated from the inside. 
Leadership turnover and succession 
 The preponderance of educational change literature on small towns 
demonstrates intractability to change and points to sluggish reform effort  
(Brouillette, 1996; Diers, 2004; Lynd & Lynd, 1929; Nespor, 1997).  Small towns 
often protect local values even if external ideas may prove more effective over 
time.  Reflective of democratic localism, citizens fear of outside control, rules, 
and regulations.  Consistent with the literature, the Martha’s Vineyard Regional 
High School community has been distrustful of outsiders and external reforms 
whether from the district office or state and federal governments.  It took Meg 
Ronald three years to be seen as an islander and longer than that to really make 
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changes in customs and practices.  The only reforms that succeeded long-term in 
the high school were those initiated at the grass roots level. 
“This grass roots approach was absolutely necessary for any success I had 
on Martha’s Vineyard and it’s proven to be true.  You have to make those 
informal alliances outside of your school building and your office in order 
to get anything done.  To move faculty, to move students, you had to 
know them in a multi way.  You couldn’t just know them as students – 
you had to know them as people and as neighbors.  I had to really nest in 
the community as a human being and then I saw that people all of a 
sudden saw me as a real person that is committed to our community.” 
 
Educators considered federally mandated reforms such as The No Child 
Left Behind Act suspect.  Meg Ronald was the principal who cushioned the 
national and state pressures to standardize teaching and impose strict adherence to 
testing.  She was dealing with a place that despised rules set by outsiders and yet 
they somehow had to find a way to comply.  Stan Dixon explained some of the 
struggles experienced as administrators during the time: 
“The conflict that you deal with in this job is that you’re dealing with a 
place that is laid back and doesn’t like structure and regulation but you’re 
dealing with a job that isn’t laid back and has a ton of rules and 
regulations.  It’s very difficult to give kids detentions for being late to 
school when 99% of the things that happen on this island no one’s on time 
for and there’s this concept of island time.”  
 
Martha’s Vineyard Regional High School began as a small, locally run 
high school.  Paul Danielson and his team opened the school with the goal of 
maintaining local control and values.  Twenty years later, Tom Samuel brought 
new ideas such as creating a top-notch college preparatory program in the school 
while maintaining the values of the community.  He strengthened the vocational 
program, realizing there would be a potential loss of community if graduates had 
to leave the island for employment.  Meg Ronald gave the students more power in 
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decision-making and included those who were not inclined to be involved in the 
past through new student groups and committees.  The new principal Steve Dixon 
plans to combine the old and the new by “balancing the pendulum” of student 
voice and teacher control.  When asked to reflect on the transformations the 
school has undergone, he described the drastic change in culture and practices that 
the three succeeding principals and the high school have experienced over the past 
50 years.   
“It was probably a different climate for each of us [principals].  When you 
go back to when [Paul Danielson] was Principal, I’ve heard stories that the 
kids during hunting season used to bring their rifles to school and put them 
in their lockers.  I mean, that’s nowhere near feasible today.  And I think 
that’s what happens – there’s this progression from this community that ‘I 
can take care of business on my own type of school’ to ‘I happen to be the 
lucky one to inherit the place when you have all of these mandates from 
the state and all of these mandates from the federal government. And I’m 
also the person who just happens to be here when times are tough 
economically.” 
 
A member of the school board for several decades described the leadership of the 
high school in similar ways to Steve Dixon.  Aside from the founding principal, 
who needed to gain support for regionalization by placating angry community 
members with as little change as possible, the main champions for change in the 
school community were the principals.  
“[Paul Danielson], trying to find a comfort level for the new institution, 
was committed to change as little as possible. Most of the initiative for 
change, particularly in the Voc Ed and music programs, came from 
teachers. [Tom Samuel], by contrast, was a force for a number of changes, 
primarily in the academic program, which improved standards toward 
college admission and meeting the needs of challenged students. [Meg 
Ronald] attempted to empower the students, with mixed results…which 
led to her ‘earlier’ resignation.” 
  
Martha’s Vineyard was an unusual case of principal stability in that each 
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principal had a long tenure each lasting around 10 to 20 years.  Interview 
participants referred to each principal as defining a period in the history of the 
high school.  The main difference between MVRHS and the cases in the pilot 
study was length of tenure.  The four traditional schools in the Change over Time 
study had rapid leadership turnover.  Innovative reforms initiated by a principal 
were often forgotten or ignored when the next principal arrived. It was expected 
and common for principals to leave within a few years of being hired.  The 
leaders in these schools did not have time to become insiders and reforms did not 
have the luxury of time to become embedded into the system.  By contrast, in 
Martha’s Vineyard, principals who were hired were expected to stay for long 
periods of time.  Even ten years was considered a rather short amount of time for 
a school leader.  The long tenures of school leaders provided stability and the 
chance for sustainable change. 
In the schools encompassed by the pilot study, when reforms that did not 
coincide with existing beliefs and values were implemented, teachers knew that 
they could outwait the reform because another principal would be hired soon.  
The superintendent’s office was responsible for some of the rapid principal 
turnover.  At Talisman Park, for example, it was common practice to rotate 
successful principals to struggling schools every few years.  In this school and the 
others, it was also common practice for departing principals to take their lead 
teachers with them, further discouraging the sustainability of reforms. 
 The traditional schools in the Change over Time study did not have the 
level of community support available at MVRHS.  They experienced changes 
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such as white flight and rapid turnover that discouraged lasting community ties or 
sustainable changes from one principal to the next.  This demonstrates the 
importance of principal and teacher retention in maintaining ties with the 
surrounding community in dealing with and sustaining relevant change and 
reform.   
Dean Fink (2000), in his longitudinal study of Lord Bryon High School in 
Ontario, Canada, tells the story of how the innovative school slowly lost 
momentum due to nostalgia, tradition, and rapid growth and how it regressed into 
a conventional school representative of the traditional grammar of schooling.  
Although different types of communities, both Lord Byron and Martha’s 
Vineyard Regional High School experienced the similar trend of going from an 
innovative structure to an increasingly traditional one.  Their combined stories of 
leadership turnover and succession are representative of the larger issue of 
sustaining educational change.   
Lord Byron was a highly innovative school, publicly recognized for its 
successes.  Over the years, the regression of the school from an innovative to a 
traditional one was blamed on several factors.  The first was nostalgia for the 
original leader and the “golden days” of the school.  The second was rapid 
leadership turnover.  The third reason was that the school grew too rapidly to 
sustain its original practices. 
Nostalgia for the original leader of Lord Byron made it difficult for new 
leadership to implement change and impossible to replicate the golden days of the 
school.  The founding principal was  “a very hard act to follow” (Fink, 2000b, p. 
  177 
36).  Many felt that the attrition of change and regression towards the traditional 
grammar of schooling began with his promotion because no leader would be able 
to follow him.  A teacher explained how instrumental and legendary the founder 
was to the personnel:  
“He still walked the halls when I got there.  I never saw the man for years 
but the way people talked about him and the references to what he had 
done that helped people to be the way they were, they were legion” (p. 
36). 
 
Interview participants at the Martha’s Vineyard Regional High School 
displayed similar nostalgia for the past.  Fifty years after the school opening, there 
is still anger from some that the school was regionalized to begin with.  The 
decision to regionalize took some power away from the towns, and placed it in the 
hands of Dukes County.  There was also nostalgia displayed for the era of Tom 
Samuel’s leadership.  This made Meg Ronald’s entry into her principalship 
difficult.   
The main difference between the case of Lord Byron and the case of 
Martha’s Vineyard was that the nostalgia resulted in different outcomes.  Lord 
Byron, trying to hold on to the past, lost innovative steam and failed to maintain 
its original focus.  Martha’s Vineyard, even though it became more traditional 
during Tom Samuel’s leadership, used its nostalgia in a different way - to actively 
cling to its original culture and values. 
 Leadership tenures were lasting and succession was well planned on the 
Vineyard.  Unlike MVRHS, Lord Byron experienced rapid leadership turnover.  
The result of this high leadership stability was less bureaucracy and principals 
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who had success in sustaining changes over time.  Veteran teachers and 
community members, expecting both Tom Samuel and Meg Ronald to leave after 
a few months, tried to wait out the new ideas they brought to the school.  Over 
time, change could not be evaded or ignored.  Teachers and community members 
were tied closely to one another whether they liked it or not.  They saw each other 
almost every day at the school, the supermarket, and at community events.  All 
voices had to be heard and the persistent, relentless and apparently irremovable 
principals made headway over the years. 
 The strong leadership that MVRHS offered helped to maintain long-term 
community values alongside change that made the high school academically 
competitive.  This long-term maintenance of community values was due in part to 
the principals reaching out for support and in part to the school community 
demanding to be heard and responded to.  Interview participants consistently said 
that it was the long-term Vineyarders that demanded the most attention and had 
the most requests.  Both Tom Samuel and Meg Ronald needed to become 
“islanders” by learning the existing culture and working within it to have any 
success with change. 
 There was also well-planned leadership succession.  When Paul Danielson 
retired, the Superintendent’s office was well aware of the need for the school to 
become competitive academically and end the lackadaisical practices of the past.  
The carefully considered hiring of Tom Samuel provided the school with growth 
and stability for many years.  When it came time for Tom Samuel to leave, he 
spent the summer with Meg Ronald to aid her with learning the culture and ways 
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of the school.  And the most recent principal was the prior assistant principal, an 
internal promotion, providing the school with further stability and an opportunity 
to continue what was working and rework what was not. 
Both Lord Byron and MVRHS experienced rapid growth.  The 
combination of shorter principal tenures and subsequent weaker ties to the 
surrounding community when the school grew too quickly lessened the ability of 
Lord Byron to sustain its original innovative design and practices.  The 
departments became too large and there was no official mentoring program for the 
many new teachers or set plan on how to prepare them for the rapidly growing 
student population.   
“Byron continued to try to live up to its ‘innovative’ past while social 
forces beyond the school’s control were quickly moving in different 
directions.  This collision resulted in miscommunication and 
misrepresentation” (Ibid, p. 39).   
 
The strong leadership and isolation of Dukes County allowed for slow 
change that maintained the original culture and politics even during the student 
population boom and changing economy of Tom Samuel’s tenure.  Tom Samuel 
reached out to the surrounding businesses and community organizations and kept 
the school at the center of the community, ensuring constant support and input.  
The demands of the close knit community helped to maintain some of the prior 
vocational and arts programs at the high school despite the difficult economic 
situation and pressures to focus primarily on core subject areas. 
In the Change over Time schools, leaders did not think about their 
succession.  They were inbound, not outbound.  As mentioned earlier, the most 
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common cases were a combination of unplanned continuity and discontinuity, 
where a change-minded principal would leave and the school would revert back to 
its previous traditions.  On Martha’s Vineyard, there were long leadership tenures 
and a measure of planned continuity, particularly with the second principal.  Tom 
Samuel’s tenure was not just about leadership and succession.  It was about his 
legacy and the school for which he cared deeply.  He prepared a “book” on the 
school so that his successor would continue what he created. 
With each principal turnover, teachers needed to be persuaded that their 
leader was going to stay for a while before committing to any change.  In order 
for their ideas to be taken seriously, principals needed to become islanders.  When 
we look across these four principals and their tenures of almost a half of a 
century, we learn that the school changed the leaders before the leaders changed 
the school.  Principal Danielson gave in, surrendered any ideas for reform and let 
the teachers run the school.  Principals Samuel and Ronald actively adapted to the 
community.  They had success with reform but only within the parameters that the 
school allowed.  Because the last ferry left at 7:30pm and there was nowhere else 
to go, the only option was to learn to live together.   
Changing teacher demographics and teacher generations 
There is a paradox of leadership stability.  High stability, or low turnover, 
enables changes to be slowly embedded in the hearts and minds of a school and 
its community.  Leaders are not seen as transient figures, whose change agendas 
are impermanent and ephemeral.  At the same time, heightened stability can 
increase the feelings of trauma and loss when a principal does eventually leave.  
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Teachers who have become strongly attached to their leader may feel it too hard 
to re-attach to another.   
At MVRHS, many teachers retired with their leaders or within a few years 
after they had left.  The departure of their beloved principals signified an end to 
their career at the high school.  After Paul Danielson retired, Tom Samuel slowly 
initiated changes that brought more structure and competitiveness to the school.  
The core veteran teachers who were used to a lackadaisical practice challenged 
these changes.  A few teachers took early retirement a few years after Principal 
Danielson left when they were unable to regain past practices.   
There was a similar reaction when Meg Ronald began her leadership.  The 
veteran teachers planned to outwait the new principal, hoping that she would 
leave within months of her hiring.  When she showed her resolve, many of these 
teachers went to new jobs or retired.  Principal Ronald brought a new group of 
novice teachers to the school.  Interview participants referred to them as “her 
legacy” and felt that the progress she made in giving students a voice was due in 
part to her wise hiring.  This was one of the few times since the beginning of Tom 
Samuel’s tenure that the school had a younger generation of teachers.  The mostly 
white and older generation of teachers from past years was persistently resistant to 
change and the many years that they had taught in the school made them wary of 
newcomers.  Years of success avoiding reforms strengthened their resolve.   
As it was extremely expensive to live on the island, the other common 
group of teachers was past students who had returned home after going to college.  
The benefit of hiring these individuals was that they were familiar with the culture 
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and more likely to stay on the island long-term and provide stability to the school.  
They were also distrustful of outsiders and reluctant to change. 
The Change over Time study also revealed the relationship between 
teacher turnover and principal tenure.  In that study of urban schools, however, 
the principals usually brought good teachers with them to their new schools.  On 
Martha’s Vineyard, with one high school, exporting teachers was uncommon, as it 
required moving off-island.  Because the majority of teachers were older, 
retirement was chosen rather than moving to an alternate place of employment.  
Across cases, teacher turnover had less impact than teacher generations on the 
sustainability or lack of sustainability of reforms.  Older teachers tended to align 
themselves with things of the past and did not respond to change whether 
traditional or progressive. They were immune and nostalgic. 
Student demographics 
 Shifting student and community demographics were directly tied to 
shifting economic conditions in the Change over Time schools and on Martha’s 
Vineyard.  Sheldon, Barret, Stewart Heights, and Talisman Park all underwent 
internal migration and “white flight” due to urbanization.  Their student 
populations rapidly changed from mostly white and homogenous to ones 
representing racial and ethnic diversity.  This had a direct impact on the teachers 
and surrounding communities in the Change over Time schools but it did not 
inspire structural or curricular change deviating from the traditional grammar of 
schooling.  In the cases of four traditional schools, it actually promoted traditional 
practices. 
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 During Tom Samuel’s leadership, the student population doubled in size.  
The influx of new students brought with them increased wealth and the desire for 
an academically competitive high school.  Although this population was different 
from those of the inner city schools in the Change over Time study, it also 
reinforced traditional grammars. 
School interrelations 
There were few examples of school interrelations on Martha’s Vineyard as 
there was only one high school.  The lack of competition on the island made this 
change force less relevant than in schools like Sheldon and Barret that had to 
compete for students for survival.   
The K-8 schools on the island did affect MVRHS as they used different 
programs and sets of courses, particularly prior to mandated MCAS state 
standards.  This caused difficulties for high school teachers as their students 
arrived with extreme variations in basic skills.  Educators did not complain much 
about the extra work involved because they valued having separate neighborhood 
schools and were concerned that they would incite plans for regionalization at the 
K-8 level. 
Impact of the five forces across cases 
 The impact of the five change forces varied across settings (see table 6.2).  
Successive waves of policy reform made the educators in the Change over Time 
schools cynical about and resistant to change.  Veteran teachers learned to ignore 
or revert to old practices due to the cyclical nature of policy and rapid principal 
turnover.  On Martha’s Vineyard, reform had little impact for several reasons.  
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MVRHS was not underperforming or in competition with neighboring schools, 
and it was geographically isolated from state scrutiny.  The lack of impact from 
external policy made educators resistant to change.   
 High leadership turnover and lack of stability in the Change over Time 
schools reinforced educators’ resistance to change.  At MVRHS, low leadership 
turnover and stability resulted in the same outcome.  The high level of leadership 
stability due to long tenures ensured that new leaders become socialized into the 
school community prior to implementing any sustainable reform.  Tom Samuel 
and Meg Ronald needed to become “islanders” to move their agendas forward.  
Internal, grass-roots reform provided the best opportunity for long-term change.  
Therefore, leadership was the most influential change force on the island. 
 Teacher demographics had more impact in the Change over Time schools 
than at MVRHS.  Rapid leadership turnover in the urban schools allowed veteran 
teachers to regain control after principals left.  On the island, veteran teachers also 
resisted change but their resistance had little impact on the overall change agenda.  
They could not outwait principal tenure so they either retired or joined the change 
efforts.  The domination of an older generation of teachers was due to the 
economic and population conditions on Martha’s Vineyard.  The high expenses 
deterred younger teachers unless they were independently wealthy or were born 
on the island.   
 Changing student demographics had little impact on all of the schools.   
Paradoxically, both the diverse student population of the urban schools and the 
wealthy washashores on Martha’s Vineyard encouraged traditional practices.  The 
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competition for students between Sheldon and Barret discouraged innovative 
practices due to the need for high scores in mainstream subjects.  On the other 
hand, the lack of competition in the rural setting provided comfort in traditional 
practices. 
Impact of the five forces across cases (Table 6.2) 
 Change over time 
schools 
Martha’s 
Vineyard 
Waves of policy reform Large impact Small impact 
Leadership succession Small impact Large impact 
Teacher demographics 
and generations 
Large impact Small impact 
Student demographics Small impact Small impact 
School interrelations Large impact No impact 
The above diagram demonstrates the amount of impact the five change 
forces had on the pilot and case study schools. 
 
Leadership succession and sustainability proved to be the main factor in 
explaining why there was a persistence or reassertion of the traditional grammar 
of schooling across cases.  Three of the forces: waves of reform, teacher 
generations, and changing student demographics, created resistance in both 
contexts.  The final force, school interrelations was less significant due to the lack 
of competition on the island.  The four remaining forces did not further the 
understanding of sustaining educational change across contexts on their own.  
However, the underpinning idea that these forces emerge from demographic and 
economic conditions is very useful and relevant as well as how this plays out on 
an island that is so politically and culturally driven.  
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The change forces on Martha’s Vineyard 
 The history of change in the Martha’s Vineyard Regional High School 
was influenced most directly by three factors: politics and competing interests, 
school and island culture, and the principals themselves.  Island politics were tied 
to the changing demographic and economic conditions on the island.  The 
increasing expense of living on the island shaped the agendas and power struggles 
between long-time islanders, washashores, and immigrants.   
Economic conditions  
 Unlike other small towns, the Vineyard population and its demographics 
change rapidly during the year.  This has a tremendous impact on the high school 
and surrounding community.  Principal Ronald reflected that the islanders’ 
distrust of outsiders was due in part from the fleeting summer visitors.  She felt 
that this was why it took so long for the school community to accept her as their 
school principal. 
“I think Vineyarders are wary in general because there is such an influx of 
people here every year in the summer, and then they all depart.  And so, 
there’s sort of well ‘let’s wait and see’ if this person really turns out to be 
a real principal before we really embrace her or before we get involved 
with her.” 
 
The off-season reveals a slow pace of life where islanders recognize faces 
in town and there are no waiting in lines at the supermarket or restaurants.  During 
the summer months, the population increases to five times that of the winter.  This 
drastic change affects the lifestyle of the islanders, taking them from a run in 
June, and then back to a halting stop come September.  The high season change in 
pace comes with hoards of tourists who bring needed income and jobs to 
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islanders, but also massive lines in stores and problematic parking.  Friends that 
islanders make during the summer depart as suddenly as the season.  Residents 
are often left with those they can trust to stick by them – other “year-rounders.” 
 The cyclical season affects the Vineyard economy as well as the emotional 
and physical landscape.  The school budget is unusually complex because 
expenditures are based on the winter population as opposed to the summer.  
Average seasonal resident salaries are roughly twice those of permanent residents.  
Coupled with the massive population growth in Dukes County (almost double that 
of Massachusetts since 1970) and lower median incomes than the state average, 
this makes financial and political struggles more intense than the average small 
town. 
Interview participants feared a distancing of the island community from a 
historical past.  When the high school opened its doors 50 years ago, the majority 
of the students came from families with a long history on Martha’s Vineyard.  In 
2008, these numbers had dropped to only 30% of the students having parents who 
were born on the island.  There is still a strong sense of community and protection 
of local values, but there is evident concern among islanders that the washashores 
will bring new values and customs and minimize those of the past. 
 The immigrant population is also decreasing on the island.  Most interview 
participants felt that the reduced number of immigrants was directly tied to 
increasing costs.  In 2006, there were 45 English as a Second Language (ESL) 
students at the high school and only 15 two years later.  Martha’s Vineyard is 
becoming increasingly more expensive every year and those on the lower 
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economic strata cannot afford to stay.  This trend has started with the Brazilian 
population and if the economy does not improve, the next lowest socioeconomic 
level may be forced to leave.   
 New teachers have difficulty living on the island unless they are 
independently wealthy.  Stan Dixon explained the hiring situation at the high 
school: 
“New teachers can’t afford to live on the island for $40,000 a year so 
teachers that come here have been teaching for years, or have a house they 
can sell to live here, or are retiring in a few years.” 
 
There has been conversation about building condominiums for teachers near the 
high school, similar to what is being done on Nantucket.  School committee 
members admit that it may be necessary in the future, but plans are overturned 
because the police, firefighters, and nurses cannot afford to live on the island 
either.  Housing cannot be built for everyone. 
 Obtaining an exact census population count for Martha’s Vineyard has 
proved more complicated than the average suburb or city due to the massive 
influx of seasonal visitors every year, the large population of undocumented 
immigrants living on the island, and the duplicate counts of people with second 
homes.  Census numbers are collected in April to determine the allocation of 
federal government spending for schools, roads, the hospital and other services do 
not capture the average year-round population.  Martha’s Vineyard Commission 
and affordable housing and economic development planner Christine Flynn 
explained to the Martha’s Vineyard Gazette earlier this year, “We’re getting 
  189 
money as if we’re 15,000 but in summer we’re 75,000” (Bungey, 2009, March 
27).   
A recent survey of Martha’s Vineyard residents and visitors compared the 
income levels of permanent residents (someone whose principal residence is on 
the island), seasonal residents (someone who owns a second home on the island 
and visits for one or more months), and visitors (someone who visits for less than 
a month) found that permanent residents were by far in the lowest income bracket.  
Six percent of permanent residents made over $150,000 a year compared to 
around 25% of visitors and approximately 40% of seasonal residents.  Seasonal 
residents were the highest income group on the Vineyard making an average 
household income of $150,000 compared to permanent residents having an 
average household income of $80,000 (Martha’s Vineyard Commission, 2006).  
This survey found higher income averages for permanent residents than the U.S. 
Census figures. 
Mark Forrest, the chief of staff for congressman William D. Delahunt 
confirmed this continuous struggle for an accurate count of displaced residents 
and illegal immigrants. 
“We have a tax burden for the infrastructure which falls disproportionately 
on a smaller, less affluent year-round population…and we’re constantly 
fighting the perception that the Cape and Islands is the land of the rich” 
(Bungey, 2009, March 27). 
 
 The Brazilian population has had a considerable impact on the island 
economy.  The exact numbers of these immigrants have been hard to track.  The 
2000 census numbers state that Hispanic or Latinos contribute to around 1% of 
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the Dukes County population, compared to 6.8% of the population in 
Massachusetts (see appendix g.)  The percentage of Brazilian students enrolled in 
the high school has been relatively steady at around 7% (see appendix h.)  A 
guidance counselor explained that this percentage might be a bit higher, as many 
students do not enroll until after the official enrollments are taken in September 
and October.  According to a recent article in the Martha’s Vineyard Gazette, an 
estimated 2,000-2,500 Brazilians are living on the island, accounting for around 
10% of the year-round population (Burrell, 2005, May 27), a 9%, and 
considerable difference from the data the census bureau has on record.   
The diversity and new culture that the Brazilians bring to the island is 
welcomed for the most part and “Vineyard employers have turned to the 
newcomers for what they now view as an indispensable pool of labor” (Burrell, 
2005, May 27).  There is some financial strain to the high school due to the 
undocumented numbers.  The Dukes County public schools spent close to 
$325,000 in 2005 for teachers to work with English as Second Language Learners 
(ELL); almost 100% of these students were Brazilian (Burrell, 2005, May 27).   
 Ryan (2008) prepared a detailed economic profile for the Martha’s 
Vineyard Commission and the Island Plan Livelihood and Commerce Work 
Group.  He illustrated some differences between the demographic trends in Dukes 
County and trends statewide that have impacted the local island economy.   
• Dukes County has significantly more one- and two-person households (66 
% to 60%.) 
• Dukes County has far fewer households with children at home (23% to 
33%.) 
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• Dukes County has a higher concentration of persons 16 and over who 
work part time (25% to 17%) or less than 40 weeks per year (23% to 
14%.) 
• Dukes County workers are more than three times as likely to be self-
employed (19% to 6%.) 
• Dukes County households are no more likely to have retirement, interest, 
dividend, rental, or other income. 
• Dukes County residents are less than half as likely to receive public 
assistance as SSI income. 
(Ryan, 2008, p. App B-3) 
These statistics affect the enrollment and tax base of the local high school.  The 
number of deaths on the Vineyard now outweighs the number of births and this 
trend is likely to continue. 
Teachers cannot afford to remain on the island.  Interview participants 
repeatedly referred to the economy as the biggest stress to their families.  The cost 
of living on the island continues to rise and the number of high-wage and 
professional jobs is minimal. The K-8 public school enrollment decreased for nine 
years in a row and MVRHS enrollment dropped for the past 4 years (Rohr, 2006).  
Half of the wage-earning workers on the Vineyard are in tourist related industries 
and these jobs produce 80% of the island’s low-paying jobs (Ryan, 2008, p. 4).  
Although service trades pay slightly better than the same jobs elsewhere in 
Massachusetts (p. 4), they are seasonal and year-round employment is 
challenging.   
 There is a high rate of self-employment on Martha’s Vineyard.  Many of 
these workers are local islanders, but a large portion of them is “underground 
workers” with unreported wages.  According to consultant Ryan,  
“…there are 16 unreported jobs for every 100 reported jobs, and these jobs 
pay $12 in unreported wages for every $100 in reported wages.  This 
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represents at least 1,200 unreported jobs and $34 million in unreported 
wages. The actual numbers could be dramatically higher if the 
unsubstantiated estimate of 5,000 year-round undocumented foreign 
residents is close to accurate” (p. 5).  
 
This could result in a loss of community for several reasons.  First, underground 
workers do not generally stay for long durations of time in the community and 
therefore may not establish ancestries and build roots on Martha’s Vineyard.  
Second, interview participants had difficulties keeping migrant workers in school.  
The focus for these students and their families is to make as much money in as 
short a time as possible so they can return home.  Third, underground workers are 
often willing to work longer hours for less pay than local citizens.  This puts 
additional strain on finding and maintaining work for Vineyarders.   
 The median household income and family income levels for Dukes 
County are lower than the incomes for the state of Massachusetts (see appendix i.)  
Coupled with the increased cost of living on Martha’s Vineyard, this creates an 
increased financial challenge.  From 1990 to 2000, the median home value in 
Dukes County went from $197, 400 to $315,500, a difference of 37% compared 
to 11% statewide.  From 2000 to 2006, there was a surge in median home values.  
They increased from a median of $315,500 to $640,000 in Dukes County, a 
difference of 51% compared to 39% statewide (see addendix j.)  Drastic changes 
in both the full-time and seasonal economies have intensified the struggles 
between long-term islanders, washashores, immigrants, and summer dinks. 
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Politics and competing interests 
 In the classic small town study of Middletown, Robert Lynd and Helen 
Merrell Lynd (1929) described the divide between the competing parties of the 
rich and poor.  In the 1920s, Muncie, Indiana or “Middletown,” valued belonging 
to one of the “old families” as a measure of prestige but even family claim did not 
“mark one off from the rest” (p. 481) as being of high socio-economic status.  
Wealth divided the society in half to such a degree that “the newspapers 
frequently singled out ‘society people,’ and the baker in his diary refers to the 
‘dudes’” (p. 481). Entertaining, dressing in the latest trends, and attending the 
poshest parties was the popular way for those outside of the inner circle to find 
acceptance.  Every day conversation was geared around the levels of economic 
success of individuals and the scramble to get accepted into the upper echelons of 
society was fierce. 
“If one mentions ‘organized labor’ either to a man across the luncheon 
table at Rotary or Kiwanis or to a member of the working class Trades 
Council, one is likely to get a response charged with emotion.  The former 
may refer to the time organizers pulled the men out of a Middletown glass 
plant, leaving the glass to harden in the pots at a heavy loss to the owners; 
while the latter may grow vehement over the time the head of a local 
union was discovered to be a spy reporting all proceedings to his 
superintendent, or over alleged trickery during the machinists strike” (p. 
481). 
 
 On Martha’s Vineyard, the divide between rich and poor is smaller in 
scope and scale due to the physical proximity of varying levels of wealth and the 
open and friendly culture of the island.  Ryan (2008) found that the normal six 
degrees of separation is closer to four degrees of separation on Martha’s 
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Vineyard, explaining the greater pressure for representation of the different 
interests.   
 The Martha’s Vineyard Regional High School community is more diverse 
than many realize.  There is diversity in race and ethnicity and a vast difference in 
wealth and culture between long-term islanders, immigrants, washashores, and 
part-time residents also known as “summer dinks.”  The five K-8 schools have 
different foci and interests that regionalize abruptly at the high school level.  Each 
of these different populations has varied interests and expectations for the high 
school and community.  Long-term islanders expect a strong vocational program 
that will allow their children to stay on the island after graduation. Newcomers 
expect a challenging college-preparatory curriculum.  The town of Oak Bluffs 
wants a winning sports team and is known for its excellent mathematics 
preparation.  Most residents - up-island residents in particular - want a diverse set 
of specialty offerings in art, music, and drama.  These internal pressures for 
different foci make the role of the high school principal taxing and highly 
political.  Balancing the needs of all stakeholders requires vigilant attention. 
To add to the complexity of internal struggles for influence, there is 
external pressure to increase money and attention in core subjects through 
standardized reform.  These state and federal government mandates are in direct 
conflict with the internal ones to increase the vocational and specialty programs, 
compounding the locals’ distrust of external reforms. 
 “It’s very cosmopolitan in certain ways and it’s very rural at the same 
time” said Meg Ronald when explaining the intricacies of island.  Interview 
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participants recognized the difference in perspectives between long-term islanders 
and newcomers.  Washashores were more cognizant of equity issues, despite the 
fact that they desired a more homogeneous college preparatory curriculum.  
Islanders wanted a diverse curriculum but seemed unaware of some long-term 
beliefs and practices that perpetuated roles of dominance or superiority such as 
gender, race, and ethnicity equity.  Both parties had conflicting values that 
swayed in the direction of their particular agendas.  
 Interview participants discussed gender as an issue that caused a rift 
between islanders and cosmopolitan newcomers.  The major reason for the 
concern over whether Principal Ronald would stay long-term was that she was an 
“outsider.”  The less vocalized rationale was that she was a woman running a 
comprehensive high school.  
“They took bets in the teacher’s room about whether or not I would even 
make it until December because of course I was a woman and how could a 
woman possibly run a comprehensive high school.  And so the vocational 
teachers had a pool that I wouldn’t make it until December 1st.  So it was a 
funny thing.  It was really like no place else.  I really did feel like a 
washashore in terms of my school persona.” 
 
This relatively outdated notion that a woman could not perform in an essential 
leadership position on the island was something that she and others challenged for 
years into her tenure.    
 Blackmore’s (1996) research on women in educational leadership explains 
the dissonance between playing the role of “line managers implementing state 
imposed educational reforms premised on market liberalism” (p. 338) and the role 
of “caring and sharing” (p. 338) educational leaders.  Standardization brought 
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corporate culture and entrepreneurialship to schools, which tends to ignore human 
emotion and train employees to keep negative feelings hidden in the name of a 
common or group vision.  The competing tensions of being “entrepreneurial and 
educational” and being a “line manager and community leader” (p. 339) are 
gendered as men and organizations are conventionally viewed as less emotional 
and women are viewed as being caring and emotionally involved in their work.  
This inevitably places women in the current corporate culture of school leadership 
in a more vulnerable position as they are expected to be less emotional as 
professional leaders but caring as women leaders.  
 Principal Ronald’s caring and open personality was representative of 
Blackmore’s research on women as emotional middle managers, which to many 
verified their prior assumptions about having a woman as the principal of a 
comprehensive high school.  She was also the first woman to lead MVRHS.  She 
and others felt she had to prove herself more than a male counterpart hired for the 
same position.  The story of a popular event at the high school further described 
the accepted assumptions and biases regarding women. 
 The Martha’s Vineyard/Nantucket football game has always been one of 
the most highly attended and popular events for the high school.  A real sense of 
pride and community is felt at this game and celebrations begin weeks before the 
game.  One week before the game, tradition held that cheerleaders purchased 
expensive gifts for the football players, cooked food for them, and went to their 
homes to decorate their bedrooms.  A few members of the high school 
community, including Principal Ronald challenged this tradition as “behind the 
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times” and “sexist.”  The football players went to her office to defend their 
trinkets and decorations explaining that she did not understand because she was 
an outsider and washashore.  They explained that this was a tradition for many 
years and “how dare she get in the way of cheerleaders cooking them food and 
buying them expensive jewelry?” 
 Principal Ronald’s role as a woman leading a comprehensive high school 
and the example of the outdated and gendered football tradition are representative 
not only of political and power struggles but also of cultural values.  Educational 
change literature shows that reform inconsistent with existing beliefs and attitudes 
often is challenged.  The most popular choice of defiance is to pretend that change 
is happening but to continue current practices behind closed doors.  This is what 
happened at MVRHS.  Meg Ronald told the story with a combination of 
amusement and frustration in her voice. 
“Some of these girls were spending 200-300 dollars on these football 
players on the week of Nantucket game.  Even the cheerleading coach 
didn’t agree with me so it became like the bru-ha-ha.  And you know what 
they did? They just hid it from me.  They just pretended that they weren’t 
doing it. They said they weren’t doing it but they did it anyway.  So, this 
was sort of the philosophy of the school.  If somebody came in and had 
new ideas or new approaches – you just let them think they were 
happening, but you basically went on your merry way and did it the way 
you wanted.”  
 
There was disagreement among interview participants whether or not this was a 
practice to continue.  Those in favor, many of them teachers and coaches, were in 
the majority.  
The story of reluctance to change due to emotional attachment and 
tradition is not a new one.  In their research on Middletown, the Lynds (1929) 
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found that stronger emotional attachments such as religious practices produced 
stronger resistance to change: 
“New habits not opposed by strong emotional resistance have apparently 
entered Middletown more readily than those confronted by the reverse 
situation.  Thus the automobile was more quickly adopted in Middletown 
for delivering groceries than for use at funerals, and for driving to business 
than for driving to church” (p. 501).   
 
Another common emotional response to dealing with change is to enforce 
traditional practices more fiercely.  This was the case in the pilot study schools in 
the Change over Time study.  Despite changing student demographics, or perhaps 
in light of them, Talisman Park and Durant embraced the grammar of schooling.  
Sheldon High avoided innovation to increase test scores and maintain student 
enrollment when their high performing students were drawn to neighboring Barret 
Magnet.   
Structures such as the grammar of schooling are as deeply entrenched and 
deep-rooted as the languages we speak.  Comprehensive grammars like language 
are seen as integral and eternally lasting in society.  This implies the need to 
deeply examine the contexualized differences of the technological and political 
aspects of communities as a whole before introducing a reform that may be 
viewed as criticizing emotionally cherished values, beliefs, and traditions.   
Island Culture 
Many teachers are not opposed to change, but are opposed to a particular 
reform (Bailey, 2000), especially if it contradicts their values and beliefs.  If 
reforms contradict teachers’ philosophies and past practices, teachers may resist 
the change in active or passive ways (Oakes, 2000).  In fact, Oakes and her 
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colleagues found that it was cultural norms in all of the schools that they studied 
that “modified, thwarted, adapted, finessed etc. the rational and technical 
strategies designed by policy makers and program designers” (Oakes, 2000, p. 
21).   
At Martha’s Vineyard Regional High School, dividing students by tracks 
such as vocational, academic, and perceived ability level has existed for more 
than 50 years.  Principal Samuel’s effort to begin de-tracking by subject area was 
met with resistance, particularly by math and English teachers.  The culture at 
MVRHS has been shaped by a long history of separating students by tracks.  Few 
interview participants considered changing the practice.   
Professional development aimed at helping teachers recognize the 
inequities at an organic or grass-roots level will discourage them from ignoring 
reform efforts.  Teachers will resist if they feel their classroom power is being 
taken away from them or “react defensively often by using former practices more 
secretly” (Huberman, 1993, p. 45).  External reforms often disallow teachers the 
time, opportunity or training to determine the worth of the initiatives.  Reforms 
that complement the existing school culture are more likely to succeed due to the 
existing social capital of the teachers to implement them.   
Oakes and Lipton (2002) explain that it is necessary to take a grass roots 
approach when de-tracking a school.  Stratifying pressures, hidden by the 
“prevailing educational rhetoric of ‘high standards,’ ‘safety,’ or ‘meeting 
individual learning needs,’” (p. 390) are as ingrained in our society as the 
language we speak.  Privileged parents want to ensure that their children continue 
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to receive the advantages of the past and feel that ridding the curriculum of higher 
and lower tracks might put their child on the same level as disadvantaged 
children.   
When initiating a grass-roots approach to create equity in a school, it is 
necessary to rally not only those who are disadvantaged, but those who are 
privileged.  For reform to be successful, less involved parents and students must 
increase their political efficacy by taking action to “assert their power to be equal 
participants in schooling and in the broad-based movement that fundamentally 
reformed schooling requires” (p. 402).  Privileged parents, students, and other 
school community members must rethink ingrained beliefs and assumptions about 
meritocracy and equity; and over time agree to create a more equitable situation 
for all students.  
Oakes and Lipton (2002) found that privileged individuals were not the 
only stakeholders to buy into the myth of meritocracy and cultural entitlement.  
Even those who were clearly disadvantaged by school practices believed in 
maintaining the status quo:   
“Therefore the process must support the development of new meanings by 
the very people who are now the most disadvantaged, people to whom 
educators have the least access, and people who have the least agency in 
dealings with schools” (p. 389). 
 
The administration at Martha’s Vineyard Regional High School made efforts in 
the past to create a more equitable curriculum that reflects of the diverse interests 
in the community.  Attempts to include Portuguese in the language department 
were made during the tenure of Tom Samuel and there were many offerings in 
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drama, music, and art.  De-tracking began soon after block scheduling and has 
taken a slower path with small pockets of active attempts for change. 
 Schools reflect the values of the economically and culturally dominant 
groups in society.  The dominance of these groups is reinforced in overtly but also 
covertly through the “hidden curriculum” in books, rules, habits, and the daily 
ways of conducting business.  It is often difficult to recognize this validation of 
power of one group over another because these practices are so ingrained in our 
society (Bourdieu, 1977).   
Students from privileged families have cultural capital reflective of the 
dominant group.  This allows them intrinsic benefits and a strong sense of 
political efficacy, providing them with confidence that they can succeed and 
influence events around them (Skogan, 1997).  Disempowered groups must learn 
to take on the cultural capital of the dominant group to succeed in school (Nieto, 
2005).  This may require them to give up their own culture, language, and values.  
The myth of meritocracy, where everyone is on an even playing field, is further 
strengthened when traditionally disempowered students achieve success (Nieto, 
2005).  Culturally relevant and responsive practices such as de-tracking and 
curricular choices reflective of the diversity of the community can be powerful in 
giving disempowered students a feeling of stronger political efficacy and success 
in school. 
 Much educational change literature views the traditional grammar of 
schooling as a technical or systemic process, focusing on the specific aspects of 
“real school.”  Findings from this research and in similar communities 
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demonstrates that the traditional grammar of schooling is not just technological, 
but political and cultural as well.  Alongside the vision of neatly stacked rows of 
pupils quietly awaiting a lecture is a lesson in maintaining both identity and 
privilege.  Breaking free from the traditional grammar of schooling requires not 
only opposition from the technical aspects of balkanized subject areas and district 
run schools, but challenging the power structure and embracing the different 
cultures and diversity in communities. 
 Meier describes public schooling in the United States as a representation 
of democratic American ideals in that the public has a responsibility to view all 
children as a “common responsibility” and take into account all points of view to 
avoid thinking “there is only one right way” (Meier, 2002, p. 176).  Considering 
all points of view in implementing change may challenge long-term held views 
and beliefs of equity and equality.  Inculcating change into a school culture 
requires not only alterations in administrative areas such as offering a challenging 
and thought provoking curriculum for all students, but transformations in prior 
assumptions about schooling such as abilities, tracking, and diversity in cultures 
and languages.   
The sustainability of the vocational program 
 
 Vocational training at the secondary level is dwindling in numbers in the 
United States and may be considered a remnant of the Progressive Era.  
Wallenborn (2009) explains that Vocational Education and Training (VET) is 
offered by many secondary public and private schools worldwide but is less 
common in the United States, as students are enrolled in general education 
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programs.  Logically, VET makes good sense for the labor market and for 
recruitment policies, but economics are not the only reason for supporting these 
types of programs.  When functioning properly, “they are driven by various 
interests of employers, politicians, trade unions, providers, students and parents as 
well as by educational objectives” (p. 2).   
 Wallenborn describes some common organizational weaknesses of school-
based vocational programs:  
1) “Limited resources for updating schools lead to isolation of vocational 
programs from work realities: outdated competencies are counter-
productive to the employability of the graduates” (p. 2) 
2) “Schools are largely insulated from a dynamic economy which is strongly 
influenced by globalized markets and competitiveness.  Teachers and 
school leaders may therefore not always be the best experts to prepare 
young people for the world of work while in most cases a structured 
dialogue between schools and entrepreneurs is missing” (p. 2). 
3) “Publicly organized training does not systematically use the knowledge of 
social partners, such as employers and unions, to shape reforms and 
innovation” (p. 2). 
 
The weaknesses of vocational training point to the need for sustained 
communication between the entrepreneurs and schools, and sustained funding and 
support for updated resources.   
The sustainability of the vocational program on Martha’s Vineyard depends 
on continued community backing.  This program offers enhanced community 
relationships, assistance to local businesses by providing interns and future 
employees, job prospects for graduates, and diversity in course offerings at the 
high school for all tracks of students.  Finally, vocational students stay on the 
island. It is important to the island economy to grow capacity from within rather 
than importing employees (Hargreaves & Fink, 2006) with little emotional or 
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historical attachment.  The vocational program has the potential to increase asset-
based community development and maintaining connections and relationships on 
and off island.   
 Building on the resources that are already found in the community allows 
individuals to “focus their energy on how to make growth for their neighborhoods 
rather than on fighting externally generated plans for growth” (Diers, 2004, p. 
165).  Diers suggests a grass-roots approach for change with proactive 
conversation about the future needs between and among members of schools, 
local businesses, and civic organizations rather than focusing time and resources 
on what external governments and organizations feel are needed.  
 The revitalization of community empowerment has intensified during the 
last decade (Shirley, 2009).  From community policing endeavors (Skogan & 
Hartnett, 1997), to President Barack Obama’s (1995) organizing efforts in the 
South Side of Chicago – there is a movement for individuals to collectively care 
for the welfare of their own homes.  There is a growing realization that long-term 
change cannot be sustained by the power and hard work of one enigmatic leader 
or principal (Hargreaves & Fink, 2006).  Schools in particular are highly 
contextual and have many facets to consider.  Shirley explains,  
“Education is…far too complex and nuanced of a field for any single 
political perspective or even the most gutsy and determined activists to 
attain an exclusive purchase on the many problems of reform. When 
adapted and infused into a broader repertoire of change strategies, 
however, community organizing has much to offer for the way ahead” (p. 
235). 
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One leader cannot solely accomplish everything.  MVRHS has had somewhat 
unreasonable expectations for its principals in the past.  This is an extremely 
common nationwide trend, as Americans tend to focus on the single charismatic 
leader to initiate and implement reform (Fink, 2000a).  
According to Fink, sustainable change requires a learning community so 
that teachers can share ideas, concerns and support with one another.  There also 
needs to be “activist forces” such as external consultants, professional 
development and additional time and resources to help counteract that which 
stops change (Fink, 2000a).  If there are no supports, the reform and innovation 
will most likely fail (Hargreaves & Fink, 2003).  Conversation among the faculty, 
staff and leadership about what is worth keeping and what is not (Hargreaves & 
Fink, 2003) are necessary as well.  Overhauling current practices may not be 
helpful to all students; just as changing some aspects may not be wise either. 
Hargreaves and Fullan (1998) propose that governments build capacity in 
their teachers before demanding compliance from them (Hargreaves & Fink, 
2006).  Teachers should be given suitable professional development in order to 
make judgments and choices on which reform would be optimum for their 
individual school.  This takes time, energy and resources but if policy makers and 
schools desire genuine change and improvement, this investment will be 
substantiated in the long term (Hargreaves & Fink, 2006).  
Sustaining long-term change and a sense of community 
 Lieberman (1995) warns us to be wary about being too confident about the 
long-term sustainability of change and reform when looking at “snapshots” of 
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early stages of reform.  Many studies view change initiatives in schools in short 
spans of time (Louis & Miles, 1990; Oakes et al., 2002) and often do not take into 
account the influence of cultural, political, and technological change forces 
(House & McQuillan, 1998).  Using a historical methodology with consideration 
of the three perspectives on reform offered insight into the complexity of 
sustainable, long-term change.  There are a few classic studies that have 
considered the embedded constraints and trajectories of the wider system 
(Brouillette, 1996; Nespor, 1997; Smith et al., 1988) and fewer that consider the 
effects of the wider system over long periods of time (Hargreaves & Goodson, 
2003).   
Nespor (1997) researched the intersections of networks and the “loose 
coupling” of educational organizations, or “the way organizational units function 
independently of one another although they may be tightly linked in symbolic and 
ceremonial ways” (p. 32).  Following Meyer & Rowan (1977), Nespor found that 
the schools were but a small part of the reasons for thwarted change efforts.  
Societal policies, traditions, and practices that discouraged and limited 
communication among teachers and administrators were the reasons for failed 
reform.  School is not an isolated entity but is part of an interlocked and 
interrelated bigger picture influenced by “cities, politics, neighborhoods, 
businesses, and popular culture” (p. xi). 
Historians using “Annaliste” methodology argue that change in schools 
occurs in three complex layers of time – long, medium, and short.  In their pivotal 
study of a Canadian vocational high school, Goodson & Anstead (1998) found 
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that in order to comprehend the change forces and limitations of reform in a 
school, it was essential to understand the full historical and social context.  The 
context could only be understood by looking at short-, medium-, and long-term 
change over time.   
The long layer of change is relatively stable and can be compared to the 
undercurrents of the ocean – apparently stable but slowly moving.  From the 
perspective of educational change, these undercurrents take place in epochal shifts 
such as the movements from pre-modern to modern or modern to postmodern 
(Hargreaves, 1994).  The medium layer of change may be compared to tides in the 
ocean that ebb and flow in particular cycles.  In educational change, this is 
generally in cycles of 50 years or so.  The grammar of schooling that began in the 
late 18th century and early 19th century falls into this category (Tyack & Tobin, 
1994).  The short-term layer, associated with the foam and spray of the upper 
currents of the ocean, is the everyday change that takes place within schools.  
Shorter reform movements such as the No Child Left Behind Act and Nation at 
Risk are within this category.  
According to Goodson (2004), when these different layers of time 
coincide, change and reform are most dramatic.  Goodson claims that this is one 
of the reasons for the strength of the grammar of schooling.  “The global 
restructuring around the turn of the [20th-21st] century that established the 
grammar of schooling” (p. 17) was a time when long, medium, and short-term 
change overlapped – “free market” principles of choice; standardization and 
centralization of testing; a focus on efficiency and effective schooling; and 
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pressure to compete in a global economy, worked in tandem to create and fortify 
traditional grammars. 
The biggest threat to the grammar of schooling and incipient bureaucracy 
in the early part of the 20th century was democratic localism.  Democratic 
localism was hardest to maintain in heavily populated areas and cities.  As schools 
grew larger, it became difficult to maintain a sense of community and individual 
ownership for the success or failure of local public schools.  Rural areas were able 
to maintain roots and preserve individual values within their communities.  
Martha’s Vineyard, being a rural area and separated by water on all sides, was 
able to locally run its public schools.  The small size of the school and general 
populace protected the sentiment of community ownership.  The District of Dukes 
County was considered the government and little attention was given to state and 
federal pressures to comply with the grammar of schooling.  The schools were 
even wary of the superintendent’s office as it exemplified off-island ways, 
particularly during times of rapid leadership turnover.   
The fear of loss of community and individuality in the Martha’s Vineyard 
Regional High School was very real to interview participants.  Democratic 
localism, or the closest thing to it, has survived much longer on Martha’s 
Vineyard than in other areas of the state due to its geography and support from the 
local community.  The sense of pride and ownership that long-term islanders feel 
for their home directly affects the success or failure of change initiatives at the 
public schools.   
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Initiatives that failed or fizzled out slowly were attempted from the top-
down.  Future implications of these findings indicate the need for change at the 
grass-roots level as mainland ideas or initiatives are viewed as suspect - “Is this 
off-island or on-island chemistry?”  Findings consistently indicated that change 
was only successful if initiated at the grass roots levels.  Meg Ronald understood 
the difference between reform that was taken seriously and reform that was 
ignored or taken lightly.  When talking about what it was like when reform truly 
transpired she said: 
“When change becomes organic to the school, it begins to feel a part of what 
people are doing as opposed to imposed from the top or managed from the 
top.”  
 
Shirley (1997) found successful reforms rallied the urban communities to 
encourage change from the bottom-up, taking care to consider the politics, 
culture, and organization of the school.  The case studies in Shirley’s research told 
the stories of four inner city Texas schools. Community members developed 
political efficacy and power to combat local problems.  Over time they tackled 
city and statewide issues.   Although the contexts of the schools in Shirley’s case 
studies are quite different from those of the Vineyard, many comparisons exist in 
relation to the success and failure of the educational change initiatives that took 
place.  Some key components that found across all cases were: 
1) Innovative Principals who gained political efficacy and social capital for 
and in their communities understood that new ideas would likely be 
viewed as suspect, particularly by low-income parents.  They overcame 
these suspicions with sustained engagement with parents (p. 228). 
2)  Principals and community members who sought a change in culture faced 
opposition from veteran teachers.  Principals who consistently modeled 
the type of behavior that they were asking of teachers gained trust and 
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eventual dedication (i.e., taking risks, backing teachers, demonstrating 
civic engagement) (p. 229). 
3) Low-income families and immigrant families who knew they would be 
leaving soon were much less likely to become engaged in their children’s 
school and community activities, making them less likely to gain a voice 
in decision-making or change initiatives.  Strong principals actively sought 
them out and considered all perspectives prior to making final decisions in 
curriculum and other major change efforts (p. 236). 
 
Shirley (1997) illustrated that the key to cultivating social capital, a sense of 
political efficacy, and civic engagement was sustained engagement with 
neighborhood associations and organizations.  It was also necessary for 
community members to identify problems, initiate plans for improvement, and act 
on these plans on their own. 
The first rule in civic engagement is to “never do for others what they can 
do for themselves.”  Shirley (1997) explains: 
“The iron rule is indispensable if one is to avoid the famous ‘free rider’ 
problem in social relations, in which individuals capitalize on the work of 
others without expending any energy themselves…The importance of the 
iron rule derives from the realization that too many free riders will destroy 
the community organization by scattering its resources and undermining 
its accountability…[The community] must strictly separate itself from 
potential free riders and a culture of entitlement” (p. 244). 
 
 In the Dukes County public school district, when the integrated math 
program began to fail, the impulse of the superintendent’s office was to help the 
teachers import documents into the online system.  The Superintendent’s office 
recognized that the schools already had a pile of paperwork for the state and little 
time to complete these types of tasks.  They tried to lessen the administrative load 
and keep the reform moving forward, but their efforts had the reverse effect and 
further depersonalized the reform.  There was little chance the schools would 
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continue the work on their own after they learned the district would complete it 
for them.  The power struggle between local control and District management 
persists, but the feeling of an island community remains on Martha’s Vineyard 
despite the diverse mix of individuals and interests.   
Looking at the progression of MVRHS over time through a structural lens, 
the school demonstrated a shift from a vocational and practical focus in its early 
years, to one representative of the traditional grammar of schooling.  Reform was 
affected by, and often initiated because of, the changing economy and 
demographics of the island.  Sustainable change was championed from within by 
the school leaders but only within the parameters allowed by the politics and 
culture of the community.  
The struggle began with the opening of the regional high school itself and 
the long tussle over vocational education, being in the back of the building and 
less visible to the rest of the school and community as time progressed.  
Dwindling in numbers, it still aims to service the economies on the island.  
Progress has been made towards creating equity among the different cultures and 
players in the school: vocational and academic tracks, islanders, washashores and 
high status parents, immigrants, and Native American Indians.  The tracking that 
is now a bit more open and flexible represents both cultural and political issues on 
Martha’s Vineyard.  It divides those with access from those who do not and 
separates people by social background rather than by community.   
School leaders Samuel and Ronald took many years to gain acceptance 
into the community and in doing so became islanders themselves.  Tom Samuel’s 
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legacy of strengthening both the vocational program and creating a top-notch 
academic one and Meg Ronald’s aspirations for a school representative of all 
students’ voices signify eras in the history of change at MVRHS.  The emotional 
toll and toil of their work was recognized and appreciated by all interview 
participants regardless of whether or not they supported their agendas.   
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CHAPTER 7 
IMPLICATIONS 
Introduction 
 This dissertation found that change in the Martha’s Vineyard Regional 
High School was gradual over time and influenced mainly by the culture and 
politics of the community.  The main change agents were the school principals.  
They were able to initiate and sustain reform only after they became islanders and 
trusted leaders.  This took many years due to islanders’ distrust of outside 
influence and control.   
 The school opened with strong democratic localist ideals.  Democratic 
localism, or the closest thing to it, survived for many years due to the tight knit 
community and geographic isolation of Martha’s Vineyard.  The wealthy influx of 
newcomers in the 1980s brought elitism to the island, pressuring the move 
towards the traditional grammar of schooling and the struggle to maintain 
vocational studies and diverse course offerings in music, art, and drama.  
 The struggle between islander and washashore values resulted in an elitist 
democratic localism influenced by social efficiency.  The goal of the Martha’s 
Vineyard High School is to provide schooling to all competing interests.  
Islanders want a school run by the community with little input from outsiders.  
Their main goal is for graduates to remain on the island.  This requires the 
practical, social efficiency approach of VET as there is little opportunity for 
professional occupations.  Like washashores, islanders recognize the importance 
of challenging academics and offering their graduates the chance to attend 
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prestigious colleges and universities.  They struggle to keep the balance between 
retaining diversity in coursework and extra-curricular activities and providing 
access to academia.   
Changing economic conditions 
High school students and their parents are concerned over how many of 
the 70% of students that head to college (Ryan, 2008, p. 5) will return to the 
island since high-wage and professional work is so limited.  This puts pressure on 
the high school to maintain a balance between providing a competitive college-
preparatory curriculum for college-bound students and offering vocational studies 
reflective of the needs of the changing economy.  Another concern to consider is 
the diversity of course offering and extra curricular activities.  If too many 
electives are diminished in budget cuts due to decreased enrollment, and focus on 
required coursework; there is a likelihood that sheltered students will not have the 
diverse background needed to function on the mainland.  They may also have 
difficulty gaining access to prestigious colleges and universities that are requiring 
more diversity and variety in interests and extra-curricular activities than in prior 
years (Colby et al., 2003).   
 A Martha’s Vineyard Commission survey (2003) found that slightly more 
than half of seasonal residents anticipated living permanently on the island within 
the next five years.  Around 20% of visitors planned to make the island their 
primary residence.  Sixteen percent, or one in six permanent residents, felt that 
they would be moving off island within the next five years (Martha’s Vineyard 
Commission, 2003).  If accurate, these numbers indicate a continuing trend for a 
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wealthier and older population moving to the Vineyard and younger generations 
with families leaving. 
Educators at MVRHS feared a loss of community because of the changing 
demographics.  They were concerned that less input and dedication from 
community members would lead to a loss in school culture and creativity.  
Interview participants suggested revitalization of the school as a place for adult 
education classes, particularly those representative of island values (such as 
Brazilian language classes) and providing increased community meeting space.   
Teachers reminisced the leadership of Tom Samuel when the high school 
was a flurry of activity and the height of community support.  They remembered 
vocational studies being a central and vital part of the school.  VET acted as an 
“emulsifying agent” with the community.  MVRHS currently runs internships 
with some local businesses but not to the same extent as in the 1980s.  A Martha’s 
Vineyard Commission report suggested “providing entrepreneurial training to sole 
proprietors and micro-businesses” (Ryan, 2008, p. 9) in order to begin exporting 
goods and/or services off-island in an attempt to “[diversify] the economic base to 
include more non-vacation-related professional services that can be ‘exported’ 
off-island…and [expand] efforts to retain and circulate more local earnings on-
island” (p. 3).  The high school is a central part of the island economy.  It trains 
future employees and provides a link between local businesses, sole proprietors, 
and micro-businesses.  High school programs that contribute directly to the island 
economy will help secure future employment for graduates and help to sustain the 
community culture. 
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 Strongly contested reforms were those that did not align with existing 
practices.  Future reform at MVRHS and similar locations indicate the need for 
principals to learn the culture of a school prior to initiating change that challenges 
long-term values.  Leaders should also understand the politics of the community.  
This includes becoming familiar with the various competing interests and their 
motivations for retaining existing practices or implementing change.   
Principals, school culture and community politics are all influenced by 
changing economic conditions.  Meg Ronald learned that despite her best efforts 
to balance the needs of all stakeholders at MVRHS, she had to work within the 
guidelines of the shifting Vineyard economy.  This meant reducing the number of 
cherished drama and music classes due to decreased budget and enrollment.  The 
community challenged her decision by showing up at the town meeting in large 
numbers.  They fought for what was reflective of their island culture – diversity of 
interests. 
Limitations 
Qualitative research does not allow for large generalizations to the general 
public.  Commonalities and trends related to other contexts may prove helpful to 
researchers, policy makers, and educators.  Overall insights into the challenges of 
change and reform experienced by participants may shed light on the larger issues 
of initiating and sustaining educational reform.  As this study was embedded in 
context, it is meant to provide beginning points for further research.  Comparisons 
to past studies that also took into account the many and differing perspectives of 
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reform were cited, compared, and contrasted to give the reader a richer 
understanding of the plights of small community change. 
Interviews were conducted using a purposive sample followed by a 
snowball design.  This did not provide a random sample, but did provide rich and 
detailed findings focused on the research at hand.  The quantitative portion of this 
research allowed a depth of understanding of the economical and fiscal issues the 
community faced over time as well a triangulation of findings to verify any 
inconsistent interview data. 
Making accurate inferences in contextual research is not practical; 
therefore I chose a research design and theoretical framework that took into 
consideration the nuances of educational change.  The Change over Time study 
(Hargreaves & Goodson, 2006) and the three perspectives on school reform 
(House & McQuillan, 1993) were used as frameworks and lenses through which 
to view findings.  Further research will need to be conducted to determine 
whether the three main change forces identified in this research: politics, culture, 
and leadership or the five forces from Change over Time and the three 
perspectives on school reform may be more universally used for small town 
research.  When applying the interrelationship of these change forces to other 
settings, the extent to how they affect the change of a high school from non-
traditional to traditional should also be measured. 
Sustaining change 
“Sustainable leadership respects and builds on the past in its quest to 
create a better future” (Hargreaves & Fink, 2006, p. 225). 
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Martha’s Vineyard Regional High School was able to change into a 
comprehensive high school representative of the traditional grammar of schooling 
while holding on to what was important to them – a sense of community and 
shared culture.  Their tight knit community is still threatened by the increasingly 
difficult economic conditions and constant pressures to conform.   
 Long principal tenures at MVRHS made it difficult for teachers to ignore 
changes they did not like and many simply quit or took early retirement.  It also 
gave the school stability and ensured that change was sustained over the long 
term.  Rapid leadership turnover in the Change over Time schools made it easier 
for teachers to ignore changes, pretend to comply, and then revert back to old 
ways when the principal left.  It also gave the school instability and lessened the 
chances of lasting reform. 
 According to Sergiovanni, lasting change “involves changes in 
fundamental relationships, in understandings of subject matter, pedagogy, and 
how students learn, in teachers’ skills and behavior, and in student performance” 
(Sergiovanni, 2000, p. 145).  Altering existing practices requires a change in the 
overall school culture (Fullan, 2007).  This begins with “challenging individual 
and collective held meanings” – or “moving from the familiar to the unfamiliar” 
(Sergiovanni, 2000, p. 148). 
 Principal Ronald challenged her faculty and staff with new ideas.  She 
introduced a grass-roots style of leadership where students became involved in the 
decisions that shaped their experiences at school.  The challenge for her successor 
will be to involve the tracks of students who are less involved: immigrant 
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students, vocational track students, and those referred to as “students in the 
middle” who do not have a specific focus such as sports, music, or art.  It will take 
time and effort to gain input from immigrant students and parents due to language 
and cultural barriers and the transient nature of their living arrangements.   
The 50-year practice of placing students in “tracks” is a sensitive issue.  
Breaking down barriers between “tracks of students” and creating a more 
equitable situation, must begin with questioning long-term and ingrained ideas of 
schooling with the adults in the school community.  Meg Ronald explained: 
“One of the things about the school that I realized was that I wasn’t going 
to be able to do anything quickly here.  To make change, we had to do it 
organically through the people that were already here.  The staff was 
primarily 65% veteran staff and had been here 10 or more years and the 
35% that were new were either new with me or just hired.” 
 
Findings indicated that vocational track students had more scheduling 
difficulty than college preparatory students and were often placed in lower track 
classes.  The schedule of courses was reworked several times over the history of 
the school to help alleviate some of the alienation felt by vocational students.  To 
further improve the situation, more radical changes need to occur.  Conversations 
about how and why the school should de-track are difficult, but they are more 
effective than quick-fix scheduling changes.  This will need to be negotiated 
carefully as it will threaten long-term assumptions and beliefs of teachers, parents, 
and students (Oakes, 1990).  
Sustainable change is not simply change that lasts, but change that protects 
what is just (Hargreaves & Fink, 2006).  It does not take advantage or 
disempower.  It does not perpetuate or maintain inequities.  Sustainable leadership 
  220 
respects and keeps what is working and remedies what is not.  Traditions that 
protect and personify what is important and worth keeping in a community should 
be cherished and maintained.  Traditions that minimize or lessen equity in a 
community should be rethought.  Sustaining educational change requires that 
improvement “promotes ecological diversity and capacity throughout the 
educational and community environment” (Hargreaves, 2002, p. 193).  Martha’s 
Vineyard Regional High School is fortunate to have a diverse, dedicated, and 
activist community.   
Suggestions for further study 
This study looked at what the factors involved in a school’s evolution 
from a non-traditional to a traditional structure tell us about the field of 
educational change in general.  The findings of this study had some differences 
from the general educational change literature that tends to focus on larger urban 
or suburban schools.  Further research might look at these differences to 
determine whether they are similar to those in other geographically isolated places 
or small towns.   
MVRHS found a balance between accepting external changes, such as 
becoming academically competitive, and protecting and insulating itself from 
unwanted external changes.  Suggestions for further study would be to look at 
other small town communities to determine whether similar choices were made, 
and if these choices resulted in equitable outcomes for students and the school 
community.  It would also be interesting to determine which members of other 
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small town communities have the most power and decision making in their 
perspective schools.   
 As the economy had such a major impact on the Vineyard, further 
research might look at whether to use “changing economic conditions” as a 
change force.  It is unlikely that there are many, if any, competing schools in a 
small rural district.  Removing school interrelations as a factor may provide a 
more effective framework for such studies. 
 Another suggestion for further research would be to look at whether 
change is slower but more lasting in other small towns.  Knowing the leadership 
styles and length of tenures would be key to understanding whether there is a 
correlation among and between schools in small towns.   
A final suggestion for additional research would be to determine whether 
similar aspects of the grammar of schooling were more readily accepted or 
diverted in both similar and dissimilar schools. It could then be discovered 
whether the acceptances or diversions are simply technological or structural, as in 
the original definitions of the traditional grammar of schooling, or if they are 
politically and culturally based, as in this case study.  Perhaps it is more apparent 
in small or rural towns, or in geographically isolated places, to be more aware of 
the political and cultural perspectives as they are still struggling to maintain some 
of their individual power and culture unlike sprawling cities and larger suburban 
towns that have conformed out of desire or necessity to the larger agenda. 
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Final comments 
 Robert Putnam in Bowling Along details the loss of community and civic 
engagement in the United States.  He believes that our social capital is eroding 
and that “our growing social capital deficit threatens educational performance, 
safe neighborhoods, equitable tax collection, democratic responsiveness, everyday 
honesty, and even our health and happiness” (p. 368).  A trip to Martha’s 
Vineyard during the off-season may prove otherwise, where time is taken to revel 
in the beauty of a Katama sunset with other local islanders.  Milton Mazer 
described this mind-set that has long past in our busy cities and suburbs, but that 
is still alive and well on a little storybook island off the coast of Massachusetts. 
“In the activity orientation of Americans, doing rather than being is a 
preoccupation.  A child seen observing nature makes us anxious.  We want 
him to do something with it, to collect its shells or its butterflies, or in 
some way to rearrange it closer to his desires.  Adult islanders have a 
greater inclination to being than do most Americans.  They walk down the 
street at what was once called a saunter; they greet friends and neighbors, 
sniff the air, and comment on the weather.  They are aware of the moods 
of the day and the feelings of the hour.  A purchase at a shop is not simply 
a commercial transaction; it must begin with a social encounter between 
buyer and seller. 
 
Middle class Americans prefer activity that is goal directed in tangible 
terms.  Education is seen not as a way to self-enrichment but as a means to 
success in life, measured by position, money, or power.  The contrast 
between islander and visitor shows in bold relief each summer at the 
agricultural fair.  The island child seems eager to savor what he has 
produced, the cake he has baked, the vegetables he has grown, or the 
exhibit he has fabricated.  The summer child often appears to work for the 
reward, the varicolored rosetted ribbons indicative of first, second, and 
third prizes, and he often requires consolation if no prize is won” (p. 46). 
 
Living on Martha’s Vineyard is like taking a step back in time to relive nostalgic 
memories of when people were not rushed to get from one point to another.  
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There is no need for the latest trendy clothing or newest model of an expensive 
car.  In the off-season, a familiar face passes on every street corner.  There is a 
sense of what is truly important in life – family, community, and learning for the 
sake of learning.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  224 
Appendix a 
 
RESEARCH SUMMARY FOR PROPOSAL FOR IRB EXEMPTION 
The impact of educational reform on conventional high schooling 
Kristin L. Kew 
May 2008 
 
Introduction 
 
Much focus in the educational change literature is given to the 
implementation of innovative schools and reforms. An important and often 
lacking perspective is how non-traditional or innovative secondary schools adopt 
traditional structures and values.  The reasons and motivations for non-traditional 
schools to either actively pursue, or passively accept traditional structures through 
default and assumption, is key towards understanding the bigger picture of 
educational change.   
Prior to employing reforms challenging the status quo, it is valuable to 
gain a better understanding of the cultural, political and technological factors 
involved in the evolution of a traditional school.  This is particularly important 
since many innovative schools tend to lose their original innovative practices over 
time (Hernandez & Goodson, 2004) due to pressures to conform to the vision of 
real school (Metz, 1986) or the traditional grammar of schooling (Tyack & 
Cuban, 1995). 
 
Specific Aims 
 
 To understand why and how traditional secondary schools choose and 
maintain their values and structures, and how that illuminates educational change; 
it is helpful to take a detailed look at the evolution and maintenance of tradition in 
a conventional high school.  I plan to conduct a detailed historical case study of 
how a non-traditional high school underwent a fundamental change by becoming 
a traditional high school representative of the traditional grammar of schooling.  
Through an analysis of census data, extensive interviews, and archival research, I 
will present a detailed history of the location and the changes over time that the 
school as the locus of the community underwent, leading it from its original 
vocational and technical focus to an increasingly more traditional grammar. 
 This is a mixed methods single case study seeking to understand change 
over time in Martha’s Vineyard Regional High School, from a vocational and 
technical focus to a college preparatory focus, that subscribes to the structural 
institutional images of the traditional grammar of schooling such as dividing 
classes by grade level and subject, self-contained classrooms, a focus on core 
subjects such as math, English and science, and teacher centered classrooms 
(Angus & Mirel, 1999; Cuban, 1984; Katz, 1971; Louis & Miles, 1990; Sarason, 
1971, 1990; Tyack & Cuban, 1995).   
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To further understand how a non-traditional secondary school evolved into 
a traditional school over time, three questions guide this study: 
a. What were the technological, political, and cultural factors that 
influenced a non-traditional school to adopt and maintain a 
traditional identity? 
b. What path did a secondary school follow in creating and 
maintaining its traditional identity? 
i. Did educators and community members actively pursue a 
traditional identity for the school, or did it gradually evolve 
by default and assumption? 
ii. Were the reactions of the educators and community 
members reactive or proactive? 
c. What does understanding the factors involved in a school’s 
evolution from a non-traditional to a traditional structure tell us 
about educational change in general? 
 
Methods of Data Collection and Analysis 
 
This is a mixed method single case study using a concurrent mixed 
methods design.  I chose this method of research to increase the rigor or 
credibility of interpretations and inference quality (Tashakkori & Teddlie, 2003).  
I used House and McQuillan’s (1998) Three perspectives of school reform along 
with Hargreaves & Goodson’s (1998-2003) Change over time research project as 
a conceptual framework and groundwork for pre-coding and framing interview 
questions. 
The quantitative component of this research will provide a clearer picture 
of the history of the school and a more accurate explanation of change over time 
in the community population. Using the district census data, I will break down the 
population by growth, socio-economic levels, gender, race, and ethnicity trends.  I 
will be searching whether and how these trends had any impact on change in the 
school community.   
I plan to use SPSS software to run a descriptive analysis on the above 
factors, comparing them to state averages during the same time periods. I will 
look at two separate data sets: 1950-1970, and 1970-2007.  I chose to divide the 
data sets in this fashion as preliminary data demonstrates a large population 
growth beginning in 1970.  Preliminary data also shows that the high school 
began its move from non-traditional to traditional around this time period.  I will 
further explore the reasons for any significant changes in the population with the 
qualitative component as quantitative data supplies only a limited picture of 
change over time. 
The use of a qualitative component in this study is essential as I will be 
researching, in an open ended inquiry, the many and unknown possible factors, 
processes and actors that went into the creation and maintenance of a school’s 
traditional structure.  In addition to the pre-coding afforded by findings from the 
Change over time study, some variables will be unknown prior to data collection.   
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Sample and access 
 
I will initially use purposive sampling to draw participants for 
interviewing.  Members of the both the high school and wider community will be 
among the participants.  At this point, I will use a chain sampling method and 
word of mouth to obtain further participants who are familiar with the long-term 
culture of the school (i.e., parents who attended the high school, retired teachers 
and administration, etc.) Conversation about change can be personal; therefore, I 
plan to meet participants in a space where they feel comfortable sharing this type 
of information.  Any necessary follow up interviews may be conducted over the 
telephone or by email, if not in person. I will maintain personal notes to augment 
the interview transcripts.  I will track my personal interpretations and insights 
(Miles & Huberman, 1994) as this will be valuable to me in data interpretation.  
Historical data will be gathered through the review of artifacts and 
archives, such as historical books and articles on the area, newspapers, the school 
website, and documents provided by the local Historical Society and the local 
Boys and Girls Club. From the census reports gathered in the quantitative 
component of this dissertation, I will determine through school records and 
interviews whether these changes had any direct or indirect impact on educational 
change in the community, particularly in the change from a non-traditional to 
traditional focus. 
 
Data Analysis 
 
I will begin data collection with the quantitative and historical data stated 
above and augment these findings with details from interviews.  I will collect and 
analyze the interview data using qualitative research data software such as Hyper-
research.  While collecting data through interviews and archives, I will record, 
code and sort the data, looking for commonalities and differences for further 
analysis.  As data collection comes to a close, I will reduce the coding to a concise 
group of generalizations and then analyze the findings in light of relevant research 
(Miles & Huberman, 1994).  I will conduct follow-up interviews and share 
findings as to ensure consistency in analysis and making inferences. 
 
Description of Participants and Research Setting 
 
Much of the data will be gained through interviews due to the need for 
descriptive data.  I plan to interview 16-20 key members of the school community 
for approximately 1 hour each.  The members of the school community that I plan 
to interview at this time are: the principal, the assistant principal, the assistant 
superintendent, two veteran teachers, a retired school employee, a member of the 
local Historical Society, a member of the local Boys and Girls Club, and two 
parents who attended the school.  I will conduct follow up interviews and increase 
the interview pool until I reach saturation (i.e., information becomes repetitive.)  
Initial interviews therefore will take place in person and not necessarily in the 
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workplace. All interviews will be transcribed in full detail.  I will triangulate and 
verify findings through extensive interviewing with various members of the 
school community, not just those currently working at the school.   
 
Informed Consent Procedure 
 
All participants will be given a letter of consent before the interview.  
Participants will also be verbally informed of their rights as participants.  Letters 
will be signed by both participants and researcher and will be kept on file. 
 
Participant and Data Confidentiality 
 
All participants will be assigned a code number and pseudonym so that 
even if someone were to gain access to any interview transcripts, they would be 
unable to identify anyone by name.  The list of code numbers and pseudonyms 
and the research files will be kept in separate, locked file cabinets in the 
researcher’s office.  In publishing any of this research for conference 
presentations, books, or professional journals, all participants will be identified 
only by their pseudonym.  Since the school will be named, any actors described 
will be done so in a general or cursory way (for example, as a veteran teacher or 
school leader), and the focus of the research will be to identify any major trends to 
avoid identifying anyone in particular. 
 
Statement of Potential Research Risks to Subjects 
 
 This study will provide few if any risks to the participants.  I will 
interview participants in locations of their choosing, such as the local library or 
coffee shop.  There will be no identifying markers for teachers and members of 
the community.  School leaders will be described only through long-term 
historical trends in the school and findings will be supported by data that is openly 
available to the public such as newspapers, state and district census data, and 
online course listings. 
 
Statement of potential research benefits to participants 
 
My hope is that participants will benefit from insights and reflections 
during and after the interview process.  The opportunity to reflect on their career 
and the long-term trends and changes in the school can be a valuable experience 
towards better understanding their community. 
 
Investigator Experience 
See attached CV 
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Boston College Lynch School of Education 
Informed Consent for Participation in Research Project: 
The Impact of Educational Change on Conventional High Schooling 
Investigator: Kristin Kew 
Adult Consent Form 
May 2008 
 
 
Dear Educator, 
 
 You are invited to participate in a research project concerning the impact 
of educational change over time on the Martha’s Vineyard Regional High School 
community.  You were selected as a participant because you have long-term 
historical knowledge of the high school.  Please read this form and ask any 
questions before agreeing to participate in the study. 
 This study seeks to explore the changes over time that the Martha’s 
Vineyard Regional High School underwent from the 1970s to present day.  In 
general, I am interested in the many different factors that influence long-term 
structures and culture in traditional high schools such as: students, teachers, 
administrators, neighboring towns/schools, and MCAS.  I hope to deepen what is 
known about educational change by presenting a detailed history of Martha’s 
Vineyard and the changes over time that MVRHS as the locus of the community 
underwent, leading it from its original focus to a traditional/conventional focus. 
 I will conduct a number of individual interviews with educators and 
community members to investigate the following questions: 
  
a. What were the technological, political, and cultural factors that 
influenced MVRHS to adopt and maintain a traditional identity? 
b. What path did MVRHS follow in creating and maintaining its 
identity? 
i. Did educators and community members actively 
pursue a traditional identity for the school, or did it 
gradually evolve by default and assumption? 
ii. Were the reactions of the educators and community 
members reactive or proactive? 
b. What does understanding the factors involved in a school’s 
evolution from a non-traditional to a traditional structure 
tell us about educational change in general? 
 
In terms of research procedures, I will use a variety of different data 
sources including: one-on-one interviews, review of archival data such census 
data, the school website, and any relevant books and articles.  Your primary role 
as participant will be to participate in an interview where you will be asked to 
reflect on the changes over time in MVRHS.  The interview should take 
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approximately 1 hour.  During the interview, I will take written notes, and with 
your permission, tape record the interview. 
There are no foreseeable risks to your participation in this study.  
However, there may be unknown risks.  If you are concerned about these risks, 
you are free to withdraw from this study or to decline to answer any questions.  If 
you choose to participate, please know that your participation is voluntary and 
you have the right to withdraw your consent or discontinue participation at any 
time.  You are also welcome to ask questions at any time during this interview.  
Further, if I pose a question you would rather not answer, for whatever reasons, 
you have no obligation to answer. 
This project is designed to protect your individual privacy in all published 
reports or papers resulting from this study.  All participants will be assigned a 
code number and pseudonym so that even if someone were to gain access to any 
interview transcripts, they would be unable to identify anyone by name.  The list 
of code numbers and pseudonyms and the research files will be kept in separate, 
locked file cabinets in the researcher’s office.  In publishing any of this research 
for conference presentations, books, or professional journals, all participants will 
be identified only by their pseudonym.  Since the school will be named, any 
actors described will be done so in a general or cursory way (for example, as a 
veteran teacher or school leader), and the focus of the research will be to identify 
any major trends to avoid identifying anyone in particular. 
It is my hope that you will benefit from the insights that you may derive 
from participating in an interview and having the opportunity to reflect on your 
high school and community.  I will make the final report available to you once it 
is completed. 
If you have any questions regarding your rights as a participant in this 
study, please contact me.  You may also contact the Boston College Office for 
Human Research Participant Protection at 617-552-4778 or irb@bc.edu. 
 
Researcher: 
Kristin Kew 
Phone: 617-970-3149 
Email: kew@bc.edu 
 
________I understand that the interviews will be audio taped and transcribed for 
research purposes. 
 
________No, I do not give permission to audio tape the interview. 
 
Participant__________________________________ 
Date______________________ 
 
I have read (or have had read to me) the contents of this consent form and have 
been encouraged to ask questions.  I have received answers to my questions.  I 
give consent to participate in this study.  I have received (or will receive) a copy 
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of this form.  Having been informed of the purpose and practices involved in this 
research I agree to the terms as presented: 
 
Participant____________________________________ 
Date_____________________ 
 
 
Researcher____________________________________ 
Date_____________________ 
PLEASE SIGN BOTH COPIES.  KEEP ONE AND RETURN THE OTHER 
TO THE INVESTIGATOR. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  232 
Appendix b 
 
Summary of Research Methods 
The Impact of Educational Change on Conventional High Schooling  
 
Research Questions: 
How did a non-traditional secondary school evolve into a traditional school? 
2. What were the technological, political, and cultural factors that influenced a non-
traditional school to adopt and maintain a traditional identity? 
3. What path did a secondary school follow in creating and maintaining its 
traditional identity? 
i. Did educators and community members actively pursue a 
traditional identity for the school, or did it gradually evolve by 
default and assumption? 
ii. Were the reactions of the educators and community members 
reactive or proactive? 
4. What does understanding the factors involved in a school’s evolution from a non-   
traditional to a traditional structure tell us about educational change in general? 
Research Perspective: 
This was a mixed method single case study using a concurrent mixed methods design 
(data collected and analyzed using both qualitative and quantitative to answer a single 
research question.)  I chose this method of research to increase the rigor or credibility of 
interpretations and inference quality (Tahakkori & Teddlie, 2003). I used House and 
McQuillan’s (1998) Three perspectives of school reform along with Hargreaves & 
Goodson’s (1998-2003) Change over time research project as a conceptual framework 
and groundwork for pre-coding and framing interview questions (for deductive inference 
details, see Fig. 1 in Draft Interview Protocol).   
Participants: 
Participants were members of the high school and local community with historical 
contextual knowledge. 20 participants were interviewed.  Remaining participants will be 
solicited through chain sampling (Merriam, 1998; Sandelowski, 2007). 
Data Collection: 
Quantitative Qualitative 
Census data for county, state, and United 
States 
Interviews – 21 people @ 1 hr each 
School website data Follow up interviews as needed 
 Journal entries 
 School related artifacts, archives, website 
 Newspaper articles, books, and articles 
 Documents from MV Commission 
 Documents from local Boys and Girls Club  
Data Analysis: 
Interviews were transcribed.  I disaggregated the core themes using axial coding and 
made final inductive inferences using data analysis from quantitative and qualitative 
findings of this study and the existing educational change literature.  I conducted follow-
up interviews and shared findings as to ensure consistency in findings and analysis.   
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Appendix c 
 
Draft Interview Protocol 
 
1) How long have you been teaching/working with/at MVHS? 
a. For teachers: What grade level do you teach?  What subject? 
b. For others: In what capacity do/did you connect with the high 
school? 
2) How has the school changed?   
a. Who/what in the school community led/motivated these changes? 
b. In your opinion, were these changes sudden or gradual? 
c. Was the focus the same as it is now (i.e., academic or more 
vocational, college prep, same courses offered)?  If yes, in what 
ways? 
d. How has the physical building changed? 
e. How have the students changed over the years?  How about the 
teachers and administration? 
i. Do you think these changes have affected the school?  If 
yes, then in what ways? 
f. Do you remember any periods of high leadership or teacher 
turnover? Did that affect the school’s focus in any way? 
3) (For long term islanders)…Do you remember when the high school 
opened? 
a. What do you remember of the relationships between the 
neighboring towns and their middle schools?  
b. Do you feel the neighboring towns/schools influenced the high 
school?  In what ways? 
4) Do you feel MCAS has affected the high school?  In what ways? 
5) Who or what in the school community do you think will preserve or 
change existing structures in the future?  Why? 
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Appendix d 
 
Population trends 1950-2004 
 United 
States  
(In 
thousands) 
% of 
change 
Mass.  
(In 
thousands) 
% of 
change 
Dukes 
county 
(Actual 
count) 
% of 
change 
1950 152,271 14.80% 4,691 8.70% 5,633 -.60% 
1960 179,975 18.20% 5,150 9.80% 5,829 3.50% 
1970 203,736 13.20% 5,689 10.50% 6,117 4.9% 
1980 226,546 11.20% 5,743 0.09% 8,942 46.20% 
1990 248,709 9.80% 6,016 4.80% 11,639 30.20% 
2000 281,422 13.15% 6,349 5.54% 14,987 28.77% 
2004 292,892 4.1% 6,417 1.1% 15,669 4.4% 
2008 304,060 3.8% 6,488 1.1% 15,527 >.1% 
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Appendix e 
 
Population growth in Dukes County 1950-2008 
 
 
Source: Adapted from Martha’s Vineyard Commission, 2006, and U.S. Census, 
2008 
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Appendix f 
 
Population growth in Massachusetts 1950-2008 
Source: Adapted from Martha’s Vineyard Commission, 2006 and U.S. Census 
2008 
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Appendix g 
 
Race and ethnicity comparison, 2000 
 
 Dukes County Massachusetts United States 
White 90.7% 84.5% 75.1% 
Black or  
African American 
2.4% 5.4% 12.3% 
American Indian or 
Alaska Native 
1.7% 0.2% 0.9% 
Asian 0.5% 3.8% 3.6% 
Native Hawaiian and 
other Pacific Islander 
0.1% 0.0% 0.1% 
Some other race 1.5% 3.7% 5.5% 
Hispanic or Latino  
(of any race) 
1.0% 6.8% 12.5% 
Source: U.S. Census, 2000 
2005-2007 information not available for Dukes County 
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Appendix h 
 
2008 Race and ethnicity comparison at  
Martha’s Vineyard Regional High School 
 
Race % of School % of District % of State 
African-American 2.5 2.5 8.2 
Asian 1.0 1.0 5.1 
Hispanic 7.1 7.1 14.3 
Native American 1.8 1.8 0.3 
White 82.2 82.2 69.9 
Native Hawaiian, Pacific 
Islander 
0.0 0.0 0.1 
Multi-Race, Non-Hispanic 5.4 5.4 2.0 
Source: Martha’s Vineyard Regional High School website: Last accessed 
November 2, 2009 at: http://www.wvrhs.org/wvrhsinfo/index.html  
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Appendix i 
 
2000 Median income comparison (in U.S. Dollars) 
 
 Median household 
income 
Median family 
income 
Percentage of 
individuals below 
poverty level 
Dukes county $45,559 $55,018 7.3 
Massachusetts $50,502 $61,664 9.3 
United States $50,046 $41,994 12.4 
Source: U.S. Census 2000 
(2005-2007 information not available for Dukes County) 
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Appendix j 
 
Median home value and median rent 
Dukes County and Massachusetts 1990, 2000, 2006 
 
 1990 2000 2006 
Dukes County    
Median home value $197,400 $315,500 $640,000 
Median gross rent $647 $741 $1,300 
Massachusetts    
Median home value $162,200 $182,800 $300,000 
Median gross rent $580 $684 $1,200 
Source: MV Commission, from U.S. Census Bureau 1990, 2000, 2006 
Warren Group and HUD Fair Market Rents.  Last accessed November 2, 2009 at:  
http://mvcommission.org/doc.php/Economic%20Profile%20Ryan%20With%20A
ppendices.pdf?id=1778  
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